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    ONE 
 
      
 
    “Nothing’s a failure that you 
 
    can keep to yourself.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Atop a distant range of twilight-blue mountains, the sky blushed around a setting sun.  In another piece of Arizonan sky, a pale blue moon took on more definition, its shadows suggesting a female profile: Diana, goddess of the hunt, perhaps.  
 
     Closer at hand, I saw little more than endless stretches of brush, thistle, sage, and yucca plants.  Young coyotes yipped in the wilds beyond the back-property line.  Molly and her son Dirk had tried to build here.  The foundation of their prospective structure had been broken, the building supplies stolen.  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 Cleo 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 excavate likely spots, to see what might be buried around here, if anything.  Some of the local Indians—and their lawyers—called this unincorporated area holy ground.  Not anymore.  More like desecrated earth.  Blood had been spilled here, though not recently.  The skull pulled from the foundation trench had a hole in it, the kind made by a rifle 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.  Someone had been through here with an open bottle of whiskey not long ago.  He might not be alive anymore—there were oversized paw prints in the dusty soil.  Cat prints.  Not those of small, feral mousers.  Big prints.  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.  I definitely didn’t get my money’s worth. 
 
    The whiskey drinker could have been one of my guards, 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?” 
 
    In the back shadows of my mind, golden eyes opened, burning with anger.  Scaled coils rubbed as my inner dragon awoke and unwound himself.    
 
    I answered for both of us.  “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 human.  I turned and saw three members of a 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 even such a partial change. That was before Selene—my Red Lady—made an impromptu improvement to my genetic code.   Now, I only needed time for the complete change to dragon because so much extra mass was involved. 
 
    Still mostly human, I flapped furiously and leaped into the air to go after the were-cats.  The ground blurred under me.  They were fast as well and clearly used to the terrain.  They made use of ridges, washes, and clumps of vegetation to change direction, staying together without word or signal.  But with the extra height I climbed to, and my sharp dragon-vision, I kept up. 
 
    A wash led 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. 
 
    “Yeah,” I yelled, “you better run!” 
 
    I returned to the six-acre lot and flapped around above it, looking for my missing people.  I found their bones just beyond the back-property line, shattered white shards mixed with the less tastier parts of people.  Blood drenched the ground.  Tattered clothing was strewn everywhere.  The meat of the bodies was gone.  The larger leg and arm bones were cracked open, the marrow sucked out.  Screaming faces were frozen in death, the tops of the skulls broken off, the cavities vacant of brains.  The monster had dined rather messily.   
 
    I dropped to the earth and walked the scene.  And found the bottle of whiskey I’d smelled earlier.  It had fallen and broken on a rock, seeping into the dry ground.  I sighed over the spill. 
 
    What a waste. 
 
    The loose, powdery soil held plenty of recent tracks.  They weren’t were-cat.  The pride I’d seen probably hadn’t done this.  I knelt for a better look.  The beast responsible was larger than an elephant.  It had three backward facing claws on its forefeet, and three forward facing claws on its hind feet which—like an anteater—forced it to walk on the outer edges of its feet.  While it usually went on four feet, it could rear up, comfortable on hind feet as well.  The ground showed signs of a stubby tail, an impression like a big blunt log resting on the trail when it went upright.  
 
    Weird. 
 
    I focused on my dragon claws, taking time to force them back to human form.  I then pulled out my phone and took pictures for future reference.  Following the trail of the monster, I returned to the dirt road, to a fifteen by fifteen foot chasm.  Beyond the pit, cutting into the next lot, the wash I’d followed continued at a more normal depth of only three feet.  The dirt road was impassable due to the missing chunk.  Beyond the dip, the road continued.  The far part of the road was pristine, no tracks at all, monster or vehicle.  
 
    I concluded that the monster had ambled down into the chasm, climbed up, and had followed the wash onto another lot of undeveloped property.  I went onto that property and searched the creature’s trail, losing it on an outcrop of rock.  On the far side of the outcrop, I found only human prints, and those of an off-road jeep.  The jeep crossed the rough country, heading for the nearby town in a roundabout way.  Once it hit the main streets, I knew I’d lose it. 
 
    Wanting more information, I backtracked the creature from its feeding point to see where it came from.  It had cut across two lots from a dirt and gravel road.  One end of the road would take me to Highway 68 and the closest town.  The other direction would take longer, reaching Highway 93 in the middle of nowhere.  The monster’s tracks ended at the shoulder where a Jeep had parked, likely the same one from the outcropping. 
 
    It looked to me like the jeep had dropped off someone who’d become a monster—had run amok—and then the jeep had gone around to a rendezvous point to pick up the monster once again, after he’d returned to human form.  That meant I was looking for a shifter of some kind, one not restricted by laws of mass conservation.  Chances were good that this monster changed by magic, not the way most shifters did through metamorphosis.  I also had the feeling that if I actually ran it to ground, I had better already be in full dragon form or it might beat the crap out of me. 
 
    Well, it’s not like I don’t thrive on a challenge. 
 
    I flew back to the property where I’d left my midnight-blue Mustang, the one with pale blue electrical jags painted on the hood and sides.  It had been damaged by my half-brother’s magical chalk attack, and the AI still had a few glitches to be worked out, but I’d had a witches’ coven spell away the chalk so at it ran good and could at least be locked up again.   
 
    I considered my objectives from here: I’d learned what I could and needed to hook up with Cleo in Las Vegas.  She’d been holding out on me.  I needed to know why, and what else she could tell me.  I let my wings wither and sough off.  From the spare clothes in the trunk, I replaced my missing shirt, then got in the car and sent it rolling for Highway 68.  Northwest of here, I’d cross the Arizona-Nevada border, hitting Henderson, then Las Vegas.  I didn’t need GPS for this, knowing the route by having taken it several times, back and forth.  I turned on the headlights as the evening deepened, letting the Mustang eat up the miles, the radio playing loudly. 
 
    My phone played an Asia ringtone: Heat of the Moment.  I groaned, knowing Imari was trying to get ahold of me.  By now, the First Sword of our demon clan would know I’d run off without security guards.  Lowering the radio’s volume, I answered, prepared to hear a lot of crap.  “Caine here.” 
 
    “You went off alone again.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.  Anything else you wanted?” 
 
    “Caine…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Please don’t make me have to threaten you.  I don’t like to do that because you scare me, but I will, because that’s my job, running security.”  There was a long silence.  “Can’t you just find a tiny bit of compassion in your shrunken, shriveled soul to make my job a tiny bit easier?  If the Grinch could discover the true joy of Christmas and have his heart grow three times bigger, surely there’s hope for you.” 
 
    “The Grinch is a pussy.  Besides, what’s the problem?  It’s not like you don’t always know where I am.  You have my phone bugged.” 
 
    “You should at least keep Colt with you.  If I know you’ve got that much firepower handy, I won’t worry.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying I should make sure my nine-year old son from the future is as equally endangered as I am, just so you can sleep at night?” 
 
    “Gee, it sounds bad when you put it that way, but yes, that’s what I’m saying.” 
 
    “Okay, I can do that, as a personal favor, just because I like you.” 
 
    “I’m not sleeping with you, Caine.” 
 
    Not yet.  But there’s hope.  Colt has already lived nine years of the future, and he knows things.   
 
    I sighed over the phone, but a smile stretched my lips as I imagined Imari’s obsidian, naked flesh, covered in a light shimmer of orange fire, on her back, her legs in the air, open, her hot, steaming core vulnerable, waiting to be invaded, conquered…  My pants grew tight in front. 
 
    I said, “You think you know me so well.” 
 
    Imari said, “It’s not like you make a secret of your vices.” 
 
    “Speaking of my vices, I need you to do me a favor.  Round up the were-kitties—especially Cleo—and have them standing by there at the hotel.  I’m pulling them in on this job in Arizona.” 
 
    “Fine, that’s more security for you anyway.  What is this job?  Is the Clan being paid for this?” 
 
    I remembered the blowjob Cleo had given me: A decent down payment.  “I’m being paid for this.  It’s for Cleo, family related.  She’s an ally of the Clan and has fought for us on past occasions.  She will do so again.” 
 
    “Just asking.  Actually, I like Cleo and the other girls.  If we can help them, we should.” 
 
    “You do remember you’re supposed to be a demon, right?  Fair play, love, and the power of friendship only save your ass in Japanese animes.” 
 
    “Blame Lauphram.  He’s instilled his code of honor in the demon clan he founded.” 
 
    I saw a gas station coming up along with the Highway 93 entrance.  I decided to pull in, gas-up, and buy an energy drink.  
 
    I said, “I guess I shouldn’t complain.  It makes it easier to take advantage of my own people that way.” 
 
    “Caine!” 
 
    “Did I say that out loud?” 
 
    “You should be ashamed of yourself.” 
 
    “Yeah, right, but I’m not.  I’m a demon lord.  I’m going to act like it.  That’s who I am, what I do.  Your job is to pick up the pieces, and stomp on my enemies.  And to watch my kid.  How is Colt doing, anyway?” 
 
    There was a sinister chuckle over the phone.  Then she spoke to someone in the room with her.  A moment later, her voice came clearly over the phone.  “Ask him yourself.” 
 
    There was a flash of coppery light from the seat next to me.  A nine-year old boy faded in out of that light.  He wore a smaller version of my face, one a lot more innocent.  His eyes were copper stars, shining with the power of a demigod.  He had dark, almost black hair, with midnight red highlights.  It poked out from under the raised hood of his hoodie.  The hoodie itself was black with a white skull down the front.  The kid was a fan of Marvel comics, especially The Punisher. 
 
    He smiled at me.  “Hi, Dad!  What’s up?” 
 
    “I found a giant monster that needs killing, and a magic-welding pride of cat people whose fates have yet to be determined.” 
 
    “What kind of monster?” he asked. 
 
    “Three claws on each foot.  It eats people.” 
 
    “Think my demon sword can handle it?” 
 
    “Depends on how it’s used.  Or whether or not the monster steps on you first.  We need to do some research and pick up our own little troop of cat girls.  I’ve no problem with throwing myself headlong into battle, but I like to take time and stack the deck first.  Winning should always be made to look easy; it keeps down the number of challengers that want to take what you stole first.” 
 
    Colt nodded.  “Good to know.  Are we stopping here?” 
 
    “Yeah.”  I pulled into the gas station, up to a pump.  A sign advertised a sandwich shop inside the convenience store.   
 
    “I want a meatball sub, with extra parmesan cheese on it.  Toasted.  And a Red Bull,” Colt said. 
 
    “Milk, no energy drink.  You’ll stunt your growth like I did.” 
 
    “So, if I drink a lot of milk, one day I’ll get taller than you?” 
 
    “Probably.”  If it’s in your genes. 
 
    “Your bones will also be stronger.  One day, I’m going to conquer the universe.  Your job will be to hang onto it once I give it to you.  Eating right, getting enough sleep, doing everything I tell you is all part of preparing yourself to be the next demon lord, and heir to the Dragon World throne.  Plus, you’ll be inheriting Dragon’s Eye, my kingdom in Fairy.” 
 
    “Cool!” 
 
    We left the Mustang, regrouping at the gas tank where I dug out a credit card and activated the pump. I put the nozzle in the gas tank and waited as it filled.  I said, “Another plus is your mother will be happy I’m being a good father.” 
 
    She won’t chain me to her bed and beat me senseless with my own cock.  Selene, my Red Lady, a dragon turned goddess, with a flair for genetic manipulation—is always scary as hell. 
 
    Colt slanted me a calculating look.  “So, depending on what I tell her, your life is in my hands.” 
 
    “Blackmail works both ways, kid.  Aren’t there things you’d rather not have your Mom know about?  I can think of a few.  If you don’t keep my secrets, why should I keep yours?” 
 
    “You’ve got a point.” 
 
    A sporty sedan pulled up on the opposite side of the pump: a 2000 LeSabre with a gold paint job.  A guy drove it.  Another guy sat next to him.  The back door opened and a hot chick climbed out.  Despite nightfall, she wore sunglasses.  And no longer had cat ears on top of her head.  This was the shifter I’d recently battled.  I knew her cat scent.  And she had the same moonstone necklace on, over a tight, red dress.  In human form, she’d lost her fangs, and her hair was kinky, pale blue like an anime girl loose in the real world, or a fey. 
 
    Heading for the store, she walked past the pump, but then her nostrils flared.  Pausing, she stiffened in surprise.  Her face turned toward me, then her eyes centered on Colt.   
 
    He smiled at her and waved.   
 
    She smiled and waved back, losing the smile as her hidden stare returned to me.  “I think we need to talk.” 
 
    Staring at her 34C-cup breasts, I smiled.  “Okay.” 
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    “It’s not that I mind being a father, 
 
    I just don’t know how to do it.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    We selected our food, paid for it, and found a corner booth where we’d draw little attention—at least, that was the plan.  Sitting between me and the wall, Colt munched happily on his meatball sub, a drink and bag of bar-b-q flavored chips in front of him.  I had an energy drink and three raspberry-cheesecake cookies.  Across the plastic table from me, the woman with the moonstone necklace studied me with equally cold eyes.  Her hands were folded in front of her, resting on the tabletop.   
 
    Her two friends were at the table directly behind her, close enough to hear and interfere if they thought they needed to.  Both were muscle-bound, putting out a dangerous feral air even in human form.  Being on duty, they’d only purchased drinks, leaving them neglected on their table. 
 
    I yelled at my inner dragon to wake him up.  Hey, bone-head, look at the pretty necklace.  It must be pretty valuable. 
 
    Golden eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind.  I heard the rustle of scales as he roused.  He used my eyes to see the necklace.  Mine!  I saw the piddly thing first. 
 
    Hers.  She’s wearing it.  This isn’t something we just tripped over while raiding a tomb. 
 
    Spoil-sport.  My inner dragon continued to study the piece.  I sensed his mystical accessing skill activate.  Moonstone isn’t expensive.  Even with the silver chain, I wouldn’t give more than Sixty dollars for it.  Still, hmmmm.  I sense a strong concentration of magic.  There are multiple high-end spells embedded there. 
 
    I nodded to myself.  Thanks.  Good to know. 
 
    Smiling at the woman, I held out a cookie.   
 
    She held up a palm.  “Thank you, no.” 
 
    I shrugged and bit the cookie in the ass. 
 
    She said, “I need to know if you are a friend of my enemy.” 
 
    I spoke around the cookie fragments in my mouth.  “Because the friend of an enemy is also an enemy, but the enemy of an enemy might be a friend.” 
 
    Colt slanted me a look, his eyebrows lifting.  “That’s deep.” 
 
    I slanted him a look of my own.  “Everything I say is wisdom tested in the flames of hell.  Take notes if you need to.” 
 
    He nodded and went back to his sandwich. 
 
    The woman stared at Colt a moment.  “He’s your son?” 
 
    “He is.  This is Colt.” 
 
    Colt said, “Colt Deathwalker.” 
 
    The last name hung out there, gripping the shifters so they didn’t even breathe.  After a few seconds, they started breathing again.  The woman stared at me, her pupils dilating in fear.  “You are Caine Deathwalker?  Hub Master of L.A.?” 
 
    One of the guys behind her said, “Bullshit!  No one seriously believes that old urban legend.  It’s a useful myth made up by the demon clans to make themselves seem stronger.”  Despite his professed disbelief, there a nervous tremor remained in his tone. 
 
    Interesting.  I haven’t heard that story.  Vampires must be making up crap again. 
 
    I said, “Watch your language or I’ll kick your fucking ass.  There’s a child present.” 
 
    Colt looked around.  “Where?” 
 
    I looked him in the face.  “I meant you.” 
 
    “My apologies,” the woman murmured. “I’m Gemma Dawne, Queen of the Southwestern Prides.”  She didn’t introduce her backup.  They didn’t volunteer their names. 
 
    “Let’s deal with the obvious questions first,” I said.  “Are you guys involved in the vandalism and murders on the property where I found you?” 
 
    One of the men echoed me.  “Murders?” 
 
    Gemma’s eyes slitted.  “There were murders there, too?  We’d just arrived and hadn’t had a chance to look around yet.” 
 
    “And the vandalism over the last month?” I asked. 
 
    Gemma said, “I ordered it.” 
 
    Colt said, “That’s just mean.  What did Aunt Cleo do to you?” 
 
    Gemma shifted her stare to Colt.  “Sometimes, adults have to do things they don’t like, for good reasons and…Aunt Cleo…?” 
 
    I said, “The property in question belongs to her mother.  I’m sorting this out as a personal favor.” 
 
    “Aunt Cleo’s in his harem,” Colt said.  “One of his were-kitties.” 
 
    The two men guarding Gemma stood and loomed in a menacing fashion.  One of them said, “Just how many of our people have you imprisoned to satisfy your demonic lust?” 
 
    “The official number is seven, three of them were-cats, but it would be grossly unfair to the hot women of the world to deny them equal access to the monster in my pants.”  Caine studied Gemma’s breasts once more.  “Should I notify you the next time I have try-outs?” 
 
    “You have enough already,” Colt said.  “Leave some for future generations.” 
 
    Gemma smiled at Colt.  “You’re what?  Eight?  What are you going to do with a harem?” 
 
    “I’m nine…and a half…and I know what a harem is for; sleep-overs, watching anime on TV, and for making me grilled cheese sandwiches in the middle of the night.  I already asked Mom about starting my own harem.  She said she’s fine with it.” 
 
    I looked at my son.  “Really?” 
 
    He nodded.  “She calls it free babysitting.”  He glowered suddenly.  “I hate that word.  I’m not a baby.  I’m a time-travelling dragon-born demi-god, Gosh-darn it!” 
 
    “Language,” I reminded him. 
 
    “Sorry.”  His expression brightened with a smile as he looked up at Gemma.  “So, want to be in my harem?  You’ll be my first.” 
 
    “Second woman he’s asked.”  I looked at Gemma.  “Let him down easy.  He’s already been rejected by an insane hell-dimension goddess of living darkness.” 
 
    Gemma smiled wickedly.  “Why would I turn him down, such a handsome little guy.” 
 
    Colt’s jaw dropped.  His eyes nearly popped out of his head.  “Really?” 
 
    The guys behind her said “Shit!” and “What the fuck!” 
 
    I focused my shadow magic, causing a spell circle to form on the palm of my right hand.  A channel through the cosmic ether opened and I felt all the weapons in my Malibu armory, any one of them now only a thought away.  “Language, asshole, I won’t warn you again.” 
 
    “You’re cussin’, too,” one of them objected. 
 
    “That privilege comes with my license to kill,” I said. 
 
    Gemma held up a hand to cut her people off.  “He’s activated a spell.  I would not argue further, if I were you.” 
 
    “Spell?”  Colt looked at me.  “I thought we were going to keep things friendly.” 
 
    I smiled at him.  “I will have you know that I am quite capable of killing without malice.” 
 
    “That’s supposed to make it better?” one of the muscle men asked. 
 
    Colt frowned.  “They belong to her, and she belongs to me now.  You heard her.  Hands off.” 
 
     “Fine.”  I sighed and bit into another cookie.  “You want to run the show, go ahead.  Take over.” 
 
    “Fine.  I will.”  He studied Gemma.  “Your enemy, who are you fighting, and why?” 
 
    Damn good questions.  I held up a thumb to encourage Colt.   
 
    Gemma said, “I don’t know exactly who, other than he’s got a pet monster and knows how to use it.  I suspect he’s searching for the same thing our prides are: The Eyes of Bastet.” 
 
    I choked on my cookie.  A drink from Colt’s soda cleared my throat. “Those vanished at least a hundred years ago.  I should know; I’ve got a standing offer on the underground market to purchase them, no questions asked, price not an issue.” 
 
    Gemma glared at me.  “Go back to shutting up.  The Eyes belong to the prides.  We’ll get them back.  Our survival as a species depends on it.” 
 
    My inner dragon said: Interesting.  That increases their ransom value quite a bit. 
 
    Gemma smiled sweetly at Colt.  “The next question is mine.  If you are half-dragon and half-god, then how can your father be a demon?  You only get two halves.” 
 
    Realizing I still had it, Colt snatched his soda back from me, and answered Gemma.  “He’s not a demon at all.  Grandpa Lauphram adopted him into the demon clan when he was baby.” 
 
    “True enough,” I said.  “I am actually the heir to the throne of the Dragon World through my full-dragon mother.” 
 
    “Fuck!” one of the muscle guys said.  His eyes widened.  “Sorry,” he said.  “It just jumped out.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said.  “We’ll make allowances for shocked utterances.” 
 
    Colt said, “Gemma, why are you picking on Aunt Cleo and her mom?” 
 
    “New cats in our territory are supposed to petition for permission to remain and are supposed to take an oath of fealty.  And if they’ve been turned from human, we need to know who did it.  Random conversions are a violation of pride law.  Your Aunt Cleo has apparently broken a number of our rules.” 
 
    “She’s under demon-clan protection,” I reminded them.  “Further action against Cleo, her mom—against any of my were-kitties—will be considered an act of war.” 
 
    Gemma’s eyes narrowed again.  “Do you think I’m afraid of you?” 
 
    My inner dragon humphed.  Cats aren’t good eating, too stringy.  Last time I had cat-ka-bobs, I regretted it.  I was sick for days. 
 
    Why don’t I remember that? I asked. 
 
    Selene and I were having fun.  You weren’t invited.  She kept your awareness suppressed. 
 
    Fuck you both, I told him. 
 
    I answered Gemma.  “You ought to be afraid.  You’ve heard of the extra-dimensional Villagers, right?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “The Villagers weren’t impressed by me at first.  I destroyed their world.  And two silver dragons as well.” 
 
    My dragon said, I helped.   
 
    Go back to sleep, I told him. 
 
    I jabbed a cookie at Gemma.  “Even if you can match my personal magic, I’m a lord of Fairy; can you withstand the magic of a fey army if I bring one through here?” 
 
    “And then there’s my Mom,” Colt said.  “She’s scarier than Dad is.  And Grandpa—he sunk Atlantis!”  This last was said with great family pride. 
 
    Gemma sighed.  “I at least need to meet your were-kitties and get their story.  And when they’re in my territory, they must observe pride protocols.  It’s a matter of respect.” 
 
    Colt looked at me. 
 
    I nodded.  “That’s reasonable.” 
 
    Gemma said, “And if they know anything about the Eyes of Bastet, they must surrender that knowledge immediately!” 
 
    “Deal,” I said.  “I have no problem with you recovering the Eyes.” 
 
    That way, I’ll know who to steal them from later. 
 
    Gemma slumped, bleeding off tension.  “Deal.  And if you need help with this monster, call on me.  Such open preternatural transgressions endanger us all.  Humans need to be kept in the dark about certain things.” 
 
    I smiled.  “I guess we have a meeting of the minds.” 
 
    “One last question.”  Colt’s stare bored into Gemma’s eyes. 
 
    “What is it,” she asked. 
 
    “You do know how to make a grilled cheese sandwich, right?” 
 
    She smiled.  “Do cats like cream?” 
 
    I told her, “I may need a little time to round up the were-kitties.  You and the boys can swing by the Mykonos Hotel in Vegas tomorrow, around noon.  We’ll get your pride business disposed of so we can focus on monster hunting.” 
 
    Colt leaned into me and whispered loudly.  “Dad, that harem business; do I need to get her to sign a contract in blood or something?” 
 
    I whispered back.  “I think a simple handshake should cover it.”   
 
    “Oh, okay.”  He pushed up in the booth, getting his feet in the seat so he could lean out across the table.  He extended his small hand toward Gemma. 
 
    She reached across the table and shook with him. 
 
    One of her guys said, “I’m not sure if that’s legally binding.” 
 
    Colt gave the man a hard, red-copper stare.  “You either have honor, or you don’t.” 
 
    I looked up at the ceiling and rubbed a thumb across my chin.  “Honor.  I had some of that once.  Whatever did I do with it?” 
 
    No one answered the question. 
 
    Gemma stood, staring down at Colt and me.  “Tomorrow, then.” 
 
    Kneeling on the seat, Colt leaned against the edge of the table.  “Hey, how about your phone number?  I’ll call you sometime.  You can drive my Mustang.” 
 
    “My number is confidential and unlisted.  You can have it only if you promise not to give it to that awful man who’s your father.” 
 
    I lifted my eyebrows and touched fingers to my chest.  “Me?” 
 
    Colt made a solemn vow.  “I’ll guard it with my life.” 
 
    I slid out of the booth and stood, looking back at Colt.  “Why don’t you just go with her now, and get a start on breaking her in.  I wouldn’t want to force you to stay with your horrible father.” 
 
    A huge smile in place, Colt looked at Gemma.  “Can I?” 
 
    Damn!  He never even thought twice about it. 
 
    She said, “Wait!  Hold on a second!” 
 
    “Great idea,” I said.  “Later.”  I sauntered toward the front door. 
 
    “What kind of a parent are you?” Gemma yelled. 
 
    I called back over my shoulder.  “What part of demon lord didn’t you get?” 
 
    Far be it from me to stand between my son and grilled cheese bliss.  And it gives me a spy in the feline camp.  There’s no telling what interesting things might come to light. 
 
    I went outside to my vehicle and deactivated the security so it wouldn’t kill me getting in.  Seated, I revved my Mustang to life and roared away without looking back.  Gemma probably thought I was insane, leaving my son with complete strangers, but she didn’t know that he could portal himself across time and space to go anywhere, any time he wanted.  Besides, since Colt was a child, these particular shifters would fight to the death to protect him.  They worshipped Bastet, the Egyptian cat goddess.  She was goddess of the moon, fertility, and a protector of children. 
 
    Colt would have fun hanging out with his new friends.  And I could concentrate on tasks at hand.  I needed to research the monster tracks I’d found, and see if there were any records in the demon clan archives of sloth demons that eat flesh.  I also needed to get hold of my were-kitties so I could debrief Cleo, getting her story so I could edit it if necessary before passing it along to Gemma’s people. 
 
    New friends shouldn’t be burdened with too much of the truth. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THREE 
 
      
 
    “Playing with shadows is better than 
 
    eating them.  Empty calories.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, I reached my hotel and breezed into the lobby, scanning the scattered islands of furniture and the people hanging out.  I took note of eight of my demon clansmen, passing for human with magical disguises.  Their gazes pinned me.  I collected a number of friendly nods, after which, they ignored me.  This was part of our security, keeping an eye out for any trouble that might come calling.  There would be more of them posing as hotel staff.  Guards would be posted upstairs outside our suites. 
 
    I stopped short of the elevator, my gaze catching familiar faces at the front desk.  My long-time friend Red stood there, signing himself and Julia in.  The red dragon was passing for human, a spell making his weird pigmentation a normal Caucasian flesh tone.  His real coloration—due to years of spellcasting in his tattoo work—gave him a crimson front and blue-green sides.  That was all hidden, but not the snow-white hair hanging halfway down his back.  If not for the jeans and black tee-shirt, he might have been mistaken for an elf from a Lord of the Rings movie.    
 
    Thin, and very tall, he made his ward Julia look even tinier.  She waited next to him, looked up as I approached.  Her eyes were bright emerald with black-diamond pupils.  She wore a cobalt dress.  Her shoes were glossy black.  Barely poking out, her ankle-high white socks were only slightly visible.  Her long black hair fanned like raven wings as she burst toward me at a run.   
 
    “Onii-san, there you are!”  Taking flight, she threw her teenage body into the air, trusting I’d catch her, which I did. Her arms wrapped around my neck.  Concealed by magic, I felt a leather harness on her chest and knew she was packing her .22 Colt revolver.  She snuggled her face against mine.  She was a sweet kid, and had never forgotten that I’d gotten her off the street when her family had been killed. 
 
    Red had taken her in because she was half dragon—half red dragon like he was.  He’d fought his people to finally get her accepted by his clan despite the taint of human blood in her.  She looked fourteen, and had an addiction to Japanese Anime, which was why she called me Onii-san: big brother.  It was time to stop that. 
 
    I let her slide down onto her feet, and settled my hands on her shoulders.  “Julia.  Calling me that is going to cause confusion.  You are officially listed now on the Gold Clan Register as my daughter.”  Such an official registration was more than Red had managed for her.  Hearing my words, a hiss of surprise escaped him. 
 
    “You’re kidding me?” he rumbled. 
 
    “Nope.  Official status.”  I’d had my cousin Kinsey handle it.  The stiff-necks at the Imperial Registry had balked at first, I’d been told.  She’d had to remind them that I was now the Dragon Emperor’s Chief Executioner.  They’d suddenly seen the value in cooperation.   
 
    Julia bounced up and down in excitement.  “Oooo, I can’t wait to tell my classmates; they’re always so full of themselves, damn purebloods.” 
 
    Red smacked the back of her head.  “Hey, I resemble that remark.” 
 
    “I won’t hold it against you,” I promised.  “Anyway, Julia, you need to get used to the fact that I’ll be introducing you to other people as my daughter.  Some people will respect you for this; my demon clan will love you.  Others will be indifferent.  Some might hate your guts because they hate me.  Those, you have permission to kill—as long as no bodies are found and you’re discreet. 
 
    “Don’t go giving her no ideas,” Red said.  “It’s going to be hard enough finding a dragon husband for her without a reputation for murder.” 
 
    Julia spun toward him.  “I’ve told you, I’m never getting married!” 
 
    “You say that now,” I said, “but give it a few centuries.  So, are you guys checked in?” 
 
    “Just finished,” Red said.  “The luggage has been taken up to the room, and I have the key card.” 
 
    “Good.  I’ll let you settle in, and look you up later.  Maybe we can have dinner together.” 
 
    “Great!” Julia said.  “I hear this place has some wonderful restaurants.” 
 
    I walked them over to the elevators and stopped them from leaving right away.  I beckoned across the lobby at one of my people.   
 
    The demon sauntered over.  He smelled of cloves and cinnamon, a nature-magic demon with eyes the creamy red of Fuji apples.  “Yeah, boss?” 
 
    “This is my friend Red.  And in case you haven’t met her before,” I pointed at Julia, “this is my daughter Julia.”   
 
    Adopted daughter.  Daughter of the heart, my inner dragon said. 
 
    I said, “She is under our clan’s protection.  I expect all of you to die for her if needed.” 
 
    The security man said, “I will make sure word is spread that the demon princess is among us.”  He bowed in honor of her. 
 
    “I’m a demon princess?” she asked. 
 
    “A princess three times over,” I said.  “A demon princess, princess to a fey kingdom, and a princess now of the Golden Dragon Clan.  Try to stay off the covers of the preternatural tabloids.”  They’d made my life hell, growing up.   
 
    Red pushed the call button for the elevator.  It opened at once.  I got on with him and Julia.  The door closed.  We pushed buttons for our floors.   
 
    “Julia, I have news for you.  You’re a big sister now.  You have a younger brother.” 
 
    She spun toward me.  “What!” 
 
    Red said, “Someone finally caught you with a paternity test?” 
 
    I smiled at him.  “Shut up and die.” 
 
    “Who’s the mother?” Julia asked. 
 
    I think she was still making up her mind about liking a new sibling or not. 
 
    “Selene, The Red Lady.  That means he’s like you, half dragon.  And half god as well.” 
 
    “Which half?” she asked, chewing a thumbnail. 
 
    “Be a good sister to him,” Red said.  “Considering his father, he’ll need all the help he can get.” 
 
    “I’m not changing diapers,” she said. 
 
    “Technically, he isn’t born yet,” I said, “but he pops in now and again, time-travelling from the future.  When you see him, he’ll be about nine years old.” 
 
    “Weird,” Red said. 
 
    “That’s my son.” 
 
    The doors dinged open.  They got off.  Julia waved energetically at me until the doors closed, cutting us off.  I rode up to my own floor and travelled down the hall to my suite.  A pair of guards stood outside.  More would show up once Imari discovered I was back.  I was in no rush to tell her.  The guards were in human disguise, but from the size of their muscular bodies, the black suits, and their mean eyes, you knew they were security.  They put out that vibe that said: Please, give me an excuse to hurt you. 
 
    “Anyone inside?” I asked. 
 
    The one on the right smelled of ozone, a storm demon.  His eyes were electric blue, probably not part of a disguise.  He said Izumi was here a while, waiting, but the were-cats came by and dragged her off to get some dinner out on the strip.” 
 
    I needed to steer clear of Izumi for a while.  My fey ice queen harbored jealousy over Selene’s recent triumph. Izumi was determined to be the next one in my harem to get knocked up.  If she got a hold of me, I’d likely be tied to my bed for the rest of the night and I’d be exhausted by morning, and barely alive.  
 
    Solitude’s good.  I should be able to get some work done.   
 
    I told them, “My friend Red and my daughter Julia will probably be around in a while.  You can admit them when they get here.” 
 
    The second guard smiled. He smelled strongly of vapor, a water demon.  That explained his perpetually damp hair, a common trait of his kind.  “The princess!  Good.  I haven’t seen her since our war with the Blue Star Goddess.  Her pinky did eventually grow back, right?” 
 
    I nodded.  “Yep, getting it bit off by the bad guys was what got her interested in firearms.  She’s packing a magically concealed .22.  You can let her keep it.” 
 
    The storm demon said, “Just a .22?  That won’t stop shit.  And you’ve got to be close, or very good.” 
 
    “Not a lot of stopping power,” I agreed.  “But she is a crack shot.  We go to the landfill in L.A. sometimes and target practice on the rats.  If she can see it, she can hit it.”   
 
    My chest swelled with fatherly pride as I used the card reader to let myself into the suite, leaving the guards the card in case they needed fast access to me.   
 
    Kicking in doors is fun, but can get expensive.   
 
    I closed the door and went across the orchid-purple carpet to the living room where the bright white leather furniture commanded attention.  I noticed the door was open to my bedroom.  Maid Service had been here, making the bed, cleaning up, and restocking the minibar in the kitchenette.   
 
    Needing my laptop, I went into the bedroom.  The bed sat on a violet area rug.  The rest of the bedroom floor was dark gray tiles extending to walls that were dusky blue and blue-gray.  The ceiling and bedroom furniture were the same stark white as the padded headboard of the bed.  Somehow, that bed had survived intensive use the last couple of days, showing little wear and tear.   
 
    I grabbed my laptop, returned to the sitting area, and dropped into an armchair.  I put my feet up on the coffee table.  Opening the laptop, I pressed on.  As it booted up, I called the Old Man to touch base with him.   
 
    His voice boomed in my ear.  “Caine?  You’re still alive?” 
 
    “Why does that always seem to surprise everyone?  You trained me, remember?” 
 
    “Was that me?  I’m certain I’d rememberrrrr, oh my…!” 
 
    “Old Man, pay attention to the conversation.  What are you doing anyway?” 
 
    “I’m uh, uh, oh, my Gawd!” 
 
    “Damn!  Don’t tell me; you’re finally losing your virginity!  You went out and got some hookers, right?”   
 
    I knew the prospect of marriage would begin to sink in soon. 
 
    Kinsey’s voice came over the phone.  “He’ll call you back later.  Much later.”  The connection went dead.   
 
    I sat there, staring at the phone in my hand.  Kinsey and the Old Man.  They were getting an early start on the honeymoon.  It sounded like a miracle.  Kinsey was doing the wedding because the Dragon Emperor had ordered her to, and she didn’t want to challenge him to mortal combat to stop it.  Like most dragons, she had a deep contempt for demons.  I wondered how the Old Man finally won her over. 
 
    Well, it looks like I’ll have to look elsewhere for help with my research. 
 
    I made another call, this one to Sacramento.  The connection went through and a soft female voice answered.  “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi Kat, it’s Caine Deathwalker.” 
 
    “Really?  No one’s killed you yet?” 
 
    “Not for lack of trying.  Listen, how’d you like an all-expenses paid trip to Las Vegas including a stay in a luxury hotel?” 
 
    “Sounds too good to be true.  What’s the catch?” 
 
    “Well, the were-kitties are here with me, and I know they’d like to see you and that boy toy of yours again.  We’ve all come over here for my adoptive father’s wedding to my cousin.  C’mon, it’ll be fun.  What do you say?” 
 
    “What’s in it for you?  Demon Lords are seldom the souls of generosity and virtue.  Is it me or my were-liger husband you need?” 
 
    “Okay, it’s both.  Look, Cleo and her human family are in deep trouble with the prides out here.  I’m doing what I can for her, but you guys understand much better than me the issues involved.  I know Cleo’s your good friend.  I just thought you might care enough to help out.”  I offered her a theatrical sigh.  “Guess I was wrong.” 
 
    “If it’s Clee, I’ve got her back.  I can get there by morning, maybe.” 
 
    “Pack your bags.  Stay home for now,” I said.  “I’ll get one of my magic-using clansmen to open a portal to pick you up.  I’ll call you again when everything’s ready.” 
 
    If the Old Man—or Izumi my ice queen—stayed unavailable, Imari, my First Sword would know somebody.  I’d get this handled one way or another. 
 
    “Oh, Kat, two things you need to know: everybody around here’s stirred up over the Eyes of Bastet.  I roughly know what they are, but additional information on the relics would be appreciated.  Second—” 
 
    “Hold up!  The Eyes of Bastet?  They were lost in the desert in the 1800’s, either to a sand storm or an Indian massacre, depending on what source you reference.  Some people say Bastet took them back and they are no longer in the human world.” 
 
    That sounded like a bummer.  If they’re gone, how can I steal them? 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked her.  
 
    “I’ve got no idea.  What else do we need to know?” 
 
    “Oh, there’s a three-clawed monster out in the Arizonian desert, eating people.   It has a human form, too.  Could be a giant demon sloth.” 
 
    “Just a second,” Kat said.  “Josh wants to talk to you.” 
 
    “Caine?  Did I hear you right?  You’ve got a giant sloth-monster killing people?” 
 
    “Eating them too,” I said.  “It might be too much for your were-liger.  When you change, you’re only twenty-five hundred pounds of fuzzy death, so if you want to pass on fighting this thing I’ll certainly understand.  No one will think any less of you.” 
 
    “Caine, I see through you.  You can’t threaten my manly pride to make me do your dirty work.” 
 
    “I thought it was worth a shot.  Besides, you actually like people.  I thought you’d care about them dying.” 
 
    “I do.  That’s why I’m going to help you kill this monster.  Just one condition.” 
 
    I lifted an eyebrow.  “Name it.” 
 
    “I get the pelt.  I need a new rug for my man-cave in the basement.” 
 
    “Deal,” I said. 
 
    Ending the call, I accessed the room’s WIFI and went on the internet to start my research.  If anyone knew about a three-clawed sloth—possibly demonic, possibly prehistoric—it was Wikipedia.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FOUR 
 
      
 
    “Love and hate are both dragons, hiding 
 
    in darkness, waiting to pounce.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Julia and Red showed up after a while.  We left the suite together.  I told the guards, “We’ll be at the Japanese Steak House in the food court.  If you see the were-kitties, you can send them to me, or have them wait here.  I need to see them en mass, tonight.  Pass that along to Imari.  Tell her I want to see her within the hour.” 
 
    I wanted to touch base on hotel security, to hear relevant details on the up-coming wedding, and to have her meet Red.  Julia, she already knew. 
 
    Storm Demon Guy said, “Yes, Sir.” 
 
    Water Demon Dude took out his phone and punched in a number.  I could have made the call, but then Imari would have tried to handle me by phone, since that was convenient to her.  I found it necessary sometimes to remind subordinates that that’s what they were.   
 
    It is good to be king. 
 
    Julia grabbed my arm, walking in step with me.  We went past the elevators, staying on the same floor, moving from one wing to the next.  The Food Court and many shops were at the back of the hotel, away from the main entrance.  We’d descend to our target via the great escalator.  It was fun to ride.  I thought Julia would like it. 
 
    “The Old Man will be happy you’ve made it for his wedding,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t know what to get him and Kinsey,” Julia said.  “Any ideas?” 
 
    “Kinsey is a rapier user.  A sword cleaning kit with clove oil might work.  For the Old Man, he’s fond of Greek wine and anything expensive.” 
 
    “What are you getting him?” Red asked.   
 
    “The Moody Blues Greatest Hits CD.  The band isn’t really blue, but he is, and he likes classic rock.” 
 
    Red said, “I thought I’d give them both gift certificates good for any design in my tattoo shop.  They can get something matching, maybe a gold dragon for her and a blue squid for him.” 
 
    “Only problem with that,” I said, “is that the Old Man is already thickly covered with either ancient Atlantean magical tatts, or hot-iron branding.  I don’t know how much open skin he still has under the collar.  Guy’s got more ink than a Yakuza gangster.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” Red said.  “I was hoping not to have to spend actual money.” 
 
    “Stop pinching your pennies so tightly,” I said.  “Lincoln needs to breath.” 
 
    Julia laughed at that. 
 
    “So,” Red said, “what are we going to do about your lost tatts?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I said. 
 
    He stopped me in the hallway, a hand on my shoulder, turning me to face him.   
 
    I explained it to him.  “I want word to get out that they’re gone, magically stripped away.  People will think I’m vulnerable.” 
 
    “You will be,” Red said.  “Doing magic from scratch is a lot slower without a pre-formed pattern to invoke.” 
 
    Julia rolled up the shirtsleeve closest to her, finding the dragon and lotus tattoo.  “This one’s still here.” 
 
    “That’s one Selene gave me to link me to her Red Moon.  It’s a transportation spell.”  I have that and the Demon Wings on my upper back.  Red’s tatts are the ones I lost.  Listen guys, I need you to keep a secret.” 
 
    Julia’s eyes got big as I demonstrated my trust in her.  “Cross my heart.”  She actually used two fingertips to make a cross over her flat chest. 
 
    “I’ve been keeping your secrets for years,” Red said. 
 
    I rolled down the sleeve Julia had lifted, and rolled up the sleeve on my left arm to show them bare skin.  Seeing no ink gave me the weird sensation that the arm wasn’t really my own.   
 
    I showed them some shadow magic, making darkness pool in my left palm, taking the shape of a miniature dragon.  It flicked its tail, clawed the air, and breathed out more shadow that was ragged like flame. 
 
    Julia gasped in wonder.  “That’s so cute.  I want one.” 
 
    “Nice,” Red said, “but what’s the point.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Watch.”  The small dragon in my palm flattened into the skin.  Two-dimensional, it moved realistically, responding to my thoughts.  The beast wiggled, flowing like a liquid over my wrist, up my left forearm.  Once there, I reshaped it.  “Recognize the pattern?” I asked Red.   
 
    “That’s the original pattern I designed for your old force-field.” 
 
    I nodded.  “The one I stopped using because it was incompatible with my developing golden dragon magic.  Drawing the tatt in shadow, instead of ink and dragon blood, I can use it again.  What about this?”  I imagined another pattern.  The shadow on my skin reformed. 
 
    “That’s the pattern for your dragon fire,” Red said.   
 
    I pooled a little raw, golden dragon magic into the tatt.  My left arm tingled, then burst into flame.  I closed down the tatt before the hallway smoke detectors went crazy and caused a commotion.   
 
    I rolled my sleeve back down.  “From now on, people will think I’m stripped of my magic.  What they don’t know will definitely hurt them.” 
 
    “So, basically, I’m fired,” Red said. 
 
    “Not completely.”  I started everyone moving toward the escalator again.   “I’m still going to need you to design new spells for me to memorize.  I just won’t be getting them needled on.” 
 
     We reached the place where the hall opened up to a great open space.  The escalator carried us down toward the food court.  The tinted wall of glass that was the side of the building threw our reflections back at us.  At ground level, there was an indoor fountain, benches, and a door to the outside.  We got off before getting that far.  I led us past several options, to the Japanese Steak House, pushing through the heavy golden oak doors.   
 
    Inside, the tan carpet had a blackthorn print on it.  Sections of the wall were framed in more of the golden oak, filled in by rice-paper squares.  Between these sections, the walls were painted a burnt orange that worked well in the subdued lighting of paper lanterns.   
 
    Ventilation hoods hung over chefs in cooking whites, with fluffy white hats, that stood between front-and-back grills.  Outside the twin grills, there were long black counters where customers sat in red lacquer chairs to watch food prepared with great showmanship.  Spatulas rang off the grills, herding chopped vegetables and assorted pieces of meat.  One chef built a volcano out of raw onion rings, squirting oil inside, setting the cone on fire.   
 
    Flames danced over multiple grills.  The place was popular.  We stood waiting a minute until a hostess arrived in an actual kimono, brown with red and gold leaves blown across it for a pattern.  A metallic bronze obi wound around her thin waist.  The girl’s face was western, however.  The redhead had a dusting of freckles across her nose, and olive green eyes.   
 
    She gathered menus from her station.  “Hi, table for three, or do you want seats at one of the grills?” 
 
    “Grill,” Julia said. 
 
    “Grill it is,” I said. 
 
    The hostess moved toward the heart of the restaurant.  “This way, please.” 
 
    We followed and were quickly seated at a counter and grill where no chef was yet in attendance.  There were no customers seated across from us yet, either.   
 
    The hostess said, “A waitress will be along to get your drink order and a chef will be with you soon.  Please enjoy your visit.” 
 
    Fortunately, the light coming down from the ventilation hood was stronger than that from the paper lanterns, letting us actually read the menus.   The waitress came by and we told her what we wanted.  By the time drinks arrived, our chef was with us.   
 
    I said, “Seafood trio.” It came with mini-crab cake appetizers.  Actually, most items on the menu did. 
 
    “The teriyaki chicken stir fry.”  Red looked at Julia.  “The children’s plate looks good.” 
 
    She sneered at his suggestion.  “Not a big fan of stuffed mushrooms.  I’ll have the Tori Niku.” 
 
    Sizzling shrimp entrée, teriyaki chicken, and a house desert.  Good choice. 
 
    Red grimaced.  I guessed he was trying to keep expenses down. 
 
    Julia looked at him and said, “You know I’m worth it.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said.  “It’s on me Red.” 
 
    He grimaced again.  “Now you tell me.  I could have ordered the Kobe beef and lobster.” 
 
    The chef was doing his thing, squirting oil and flaming up the grill. 
 
    I smiled.  “Too late now.” 
 
    Salads in tiny bowls were brought as well as clear onion soups.  By the time the crab cakes were polished off, Imari approached the table.  She sat next to me in an open chair, the flames of the grill painting her ebony skin orange.  Since she was passing for human, her head was bald and polished, not wreathed in flames of her own.  She wore a buttoned-up, black pantsuit and a gold chain around her neck.  Her black eyes had the faint suggestion of a red sheen to them, like embers about to go out.  She was young to be our First Sword, but I’d insisted, knowing she could do the job. 
 
    She studied me.  “Caine.  I see you’re still alive.” 
 
    I frowned at her.  “Why is everyone surprised about that?” 
 
    Julia giggled.   
 
    “You wanted to see me?” Imari asked. 
 
    “I need someone to open a portal from here to Sacramento to pick up some friends.  The Old Man’s not available.  Izumi’s out with the were-cats.  Do you have someone handy?” 
 
    “Sure.  Who are you bringing in?”  Imari produced a little notebook from her pocket book, opened it, and produced a silver pen.  She handed them to me.  “I’ll need the address.” 
 
    I took the notebook and pen and wrote down the addresses, having looked it up before I left my suite.  “Kat and Josh.  Kat is a were-cat.  She runs the Sacramento territory, and is an ally of ours.  Josh is an ex-Texas ranger, ex-fed, and currently a freaking force of unnature.” 
 
    Imari lifted both eyebrows at that. 
 
    I explained a little more.  “He’s a were-liger.  He can turn into a mix of tiger and lion, and tops the scales at twenty-five hundred pounds.  Not someone to be messed with.  They’ll need a room here in the hotel, and it’s on my tab.  They’ll be helping me kill a monster in Arizona that’s eating people.” 
 
    Red choked on his drink. 
 
    Julia said, “Wow!” 
 
    Imari looked at her.  “I haven’t seen you in a while.” 
 
    Julia smiled.  “I’ve been on the dragon homeworld, going to a new school.” 
 
    “Interested in being a bridesmaid?” Imari asked. 
 
    “Can I?”  Julia looked back and forth between Imari and me. 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” I said. 
 
    Imari frowned at me.  The fire demon’s eyes were now glowing red.  “Why are we messing with monsters across the state line?” 
 
    “It’s all part of this business with Cleo, her mom, and brother.   A side benefit is that we’re building ties to the local were-cat prides.” 
 
    Imari nodded.  “So, it’s clan business after all.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Eventually, everything will be.  We are aiming for world domination as a starting point.” 
 
    Imari glanced around the area.  “Say, what happened to Colt?  I thought he was with you.” 
 
    “He’s hanging out with an older woman,” I said. 
 
    The chef passed out portions of food, and went on cooking.  What he made of our conversation, I didn’t know.  Probably thought we were part of a sci-fi/fantasy convention in town. 
 
    Imari glared at me.  “Please tell me you’re not pimping your son out to some cougar.” 
 
    By cougar, she meant an older woman on the prowl for a younger partner.   
 
    “Close.  She’s a were-cat.  Queen of the prides.  And it was Colt’s idea to go hang out with her.  She’ll be coming tomorrow around noon for a formal meeting with me and the were-kitties.  As head of security, I’m giving you a head’s up.” 
 
    Imari sighed.  “At least it’s not last-second notice.” 
 
    “Want to join us for dinner?” I asked. 
 
    “Too many things to do.”  Standing, she smiled at Julia.  “Come look me up tomorrow morning around nine.  You can meet the other bridesmaids and we can get your measurements for a dress.” 
 
    Stuffing her face with shrimp, Julia simply nodded. 
 
    We had a pleasant time, but I excused myself early, getting a parting hug from Julia.  I took care of the check on the way out.  Soon, I was back on the escalator, riding toward my floor.  I noticed that two of my demon clan soldiers were shadowing me.  Imari’s work.  She took her job of running clan security very seriously.  At least the guards didn’t crowd me, staying well back.  They followed me all the way to my suite where they relieved the two outside the door. 
 
    The guys going off duty paused long enough to fill me in.  The storm demon said, “Were-kitties are inside with Izumi.” 
 
    The water demon said, “They’ve been drinking.  Heavily.  You’re going to have your hands full.” 
 
    I sighed.  “Such is my fate.”   
 
    They opened the door for me.  I said, “Night, all.” 
 
    I went in and closed the door behind me.  The big screen was on the MTV channel.  Music played loudly.  The were-kitties were dancing on the white leather couch, naked.  Izumi was crumpled in the armchair, passed out, snoring softly to herself.   
 
    Seeing me, the were-kitties leaped over the furniture and swarmed.  Clawed fingers helped me out of my clothes.  Licked in many interesting and unexpected places, I just went with it.  Talking could wait. 
 
    I’ve never met an orgy I didn’t like.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FIVE 
 
      
 
    “Tragedy is delightful, unless it’s 
 
    personal.  Then it just sucks.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    After a while, we moved the party to the bedroom and a good six hours later, we were all pleasantly exhausted.  Izumi missed it all.  I took time during a lull to put a pillow under her head and to throw a blanket over her, and to kill the TV.  I wasn’t the one who’d told her to try and match the shape-shifters drink for drink.  That had been her idea even though she didn’t have their heightened metabolism for burning off alcohol.  Once she awoke, I knew I’d somehow be blamed for her hangover, and for the fact she’d missed out on all the good sex, assuming she’d have shared me and not kicked the were-kitties out of the suite. 
 
    And—hell yes—the sex had been good! 
 
    The girls were on the bed, tangled in a relaxed sprawl, purring softly in the afterglow as I went for a quick shower to sluice off the sweat and orgasmic fluids that stained my body.  Toweling off, I returned to the bedroom and sat on the foot of the bed.  Cleo stared at me, her gold-wire framed glasses back on her face.  Lamps on the nightstand burned, making an intimate island of light, leaving the edges of the bedroom in shadow. 
 
    Okay,” I said, “pleasure achieved.  Now it’s time for business.” 
 
    “Business?” 
 
    I glared forcefully.  “No more secrets.  I need the rest of the story.  How did you become a shifter, and why run off to L.A. afterwards, abandoning your Mom in Arizona?  On a related note: I happened to meet Gemma, the Queen of the Cats today.  She thought you were new to her territory, and disrespecting her by not coming forth according to pride custom, to acknowledge her authority.” 
 
    Cleo’s eyes got very big.  “Oh!” 
 
    “Oh, indeed.  So, spill.” 
 
    “Okay.”  There were a couple moments of silence as she gathered her thoughts and the past opened before her eyes.  “It goes a few years back to when I was in high school here, about to graduate.  I was a geek, and got a lot of attention, not usually the good kind.  I met a boy who was older, cooler than anyone else I knew.  Rich, a little spoiled, good looking.  Good clothes.  An expensive car.  And he was into me.” 
 
    “Good girl falls for bad boy, an old story,” I said. 
 
    She sighed.  “You don’t know how bad.  I didn’t either at the time.  He moved with a dancer’s grace, a fighter’s confidence and strength.  It was flattering to be chased, to be treated special.  He took me to my senior prom, to an after party, and we wound up in the desert, at a bonfire in the middle of nowhere with his friends and their dates.  A lot of whiskey passed around.  As his friends slunk away with their dates, we sat facing the fire, baking in front, cold in back from the desert wind, the sky above jeweled with stars, a crescent moon slicing its way across the sky.” 
 
    She sighed again.  “The night had been magical, everything I wanted it to be.”  Cleo pulled her legs in, banding them with her arms, setting her head on her knees.  “I’d been planning on letting Jamison be my first, maybe my only.  I was on birth control.  I was ready.”  She fell silent. 
 
    I didn’t prod, waiting with a predator’s patience for truth to emerge so I could pounce on it. 
 
    Teri and Dani were less restrained.  I thought they were more out of it, but they rolled to face her and pulled themselves up to make a sandwich of her.   
 
    Dani squealed, her skin ice pale, her hair like charcoal with a hint of sable brown.  “Don’t stop there!” 
 
    “You’re right at the good part.”  Teri faced away from the lamp closest to her on the nightstand.  The back of her head was platinum fire, her face in shadow.  I had an up-her-legs view.  The clean lines of the vee on her pubic mound indicated she was a natural blonde, though the platinum shade of her mane had come from a box.  She touched Cleo’s arm.  “Go on, you can do this.” 
 
    I wondered how many times over the years Teri and Dani had heard this story. 
 
    Cleo said.  “When we were alone, we slipped off this log, onto some blankets he’d spread out.  His kisses were exquisite fire on my skin.  His touch swept away my gown.  He knew what to do to melt me like a puddle and leave me gasping for more.  His tongue slithered down my body, to my core where he brought me to an earthshaking climax—that was followed by pain as he rose over me and thrust himself inside, brutally.  He held me as I got used to his size, his invasion slowly stretching me to accommodate him.  Smoke scented the air.  The flames crackled.  The embers popped.  He murmured his love in my ear as he pressed in close.   
 
    “I stilled in confusion, coming down from my first rush of release—suddenly aware that his face had changed.  His features had coarsened, his nose flattening, his beard thicker, his eyes glowing a soft green.  His ears were on top of his head, pointy, fuzzy.  His mouth hung open, showing white fangs.  My brain shut down from shock, but my hands adored him, sliding down his back, tracing hard muscles.  Then my fingers found the base of his spine which sprouted a tail. 
 
    “I found enough voice to whisper: ‘What are you?’” 
 
    “‘We are the children of Bast,’” he said.  “‘The moon is our strength, the night our home.  You will get used to being other.  I will stay by your side.  I will love you.  Protect you.  And guide you through your first change.  You will survive.  I know it!’” 
 
    “Survive?  I thought: What the hell?   
 
    And then I heard the other girl’s screaming, and not in a good way.  And all I could think was: I’ve got a monster’s cock inside me and I’m going to die.” 
 
    The bedroom door burst inward and swung into the wall.  The sudden thud made all three were-kitties jounce in place and huddle closer.   Cleo gasped in surprise.  
 
    I looked over and saw Izumi.  She was naked but sheathed with frost, the last bits of her clothing, frozen and shattered by her movements, littering the carpet.  Her breath clouded the air, a white mist that hazed her face, stealing her humanity.  A silver-blue light from her eyes glowed from the mist.  She braced herself in the door’s frame, not looking at all steady on her feet.  The usual glamour she wore—the illusion of a Japanese maiden with black hair and eyes—was gone.  This was my silver-haired, fey queen in all her unbridled splendor, drunk out of her mind. 
 
    Her voice emerged, a weak croak.  “Caine?” 
 
    “Yes, my love?” 
 
    “Come and get me before I fall down.  Again.” 
 
    “Yes, my love?” 
 
    She said, “There’s a possibility I’m going to be sick.  Again.” 
 
    I hurried over and scooped her up.  I didn’t want her barfing all over me so I went slowly from there, to reduce the likelihood of motion sickness.  I carried her to the en suite area and let her pray to the god of the porcelain throne.  She up-chucked an offering and flushed it away.  I helped her to the sink and unwrapped a plastic cup, getting her water so she could rinse out her mouth.  
 
    “Thanks.”  She gave me back the cup. 
 
    I refilled it and returned it to her.  “Swallow the water this time.  You need to stay hydrated, or you’ll really be hurting by morning.” 
 
    She tried to drink, but stopped short, staring into the cup.  Without sobriety, her fey power had slipped the leash.  The water in the cup was ice.  “Damn.  Betrayed again.” 
 
    “Someone betrayed you, my love?” 
 
    She turned to face me and jabbed a long-nailed finger into my bare chest.  Around her fingertip, my skin frosted.  “You did!  You let that woman have your kid.  It was supposed to be me!” 
 
    “It will be you, in time.  Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    She wheeled around, grinding her sweet ass into my groin.  She faced the wall that hid my bed and the were-kitties occupying it.  Still holding the cup with the chunk of ice in it, she extended a finger, pointing.  “Those bitches tried to poison me!” 
 
    “No, it was the alcohol that tried to poison you, and you were its willing victim.  Besides, bitches are female dogs, not cats.  They can’t be bitches.” 
 
    She turned back to me, leaning into my arms, peering up into my face.  It seemed like she was having trouble bringing me into focus.  “Are you sure?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “What are female cats then?” 
 
    “Tabbies.  Males are called toms.”   
 
    Not that tabby is really a gender term.  Non-cat people started that reference, getting it wrong, and the were-cats didn’t bother to correct anyone, and now they’re stuck with it.  The same way Kung-Fu is really Gung-Fu, with a Gee.  Well, at least I can feel superior to everyone by knowing the truth. 
 
    She whirled back to the wall, pointing with the cup and a finger again.  “Those tabbies tried to poison me!” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “but you were too tough to die!” 
 
    “Damn straight!” she said.  “So, are you going to fuck me, or what?” 
 
    “Once you sober up.  I want you to enjoy the experience and remember it.” 
 
    “Awful kind of you—you traitorous bastard—but I want it now!” 
 
    “There’s a problem with that.  Your fine control over ice magic is shot to hell.  You’re likely to freeze my cock solid and break it off.” 
 
    “No guts, no glory!” she shouted. 
 
    “No cock, no kids!” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.  It does work like that.  “Okay, I’ll give you a pass tonight, but first thing in the morning…!”  She turned and rammed a fingertip into my chest again.  “You need to violate the hell outta me.”  This was followed up by a slump.  I caught her as she passed out and draped her over my left shoulder.  I carried her through my bedroom, out to the white leather couch, and left her there to recover. 
 
    Back in my bedroom, I returned to bed and stretched out across the foot, catching Cleo’s gaze once more.  “You were saying?” 
 
    “I tried to push him off me, but he was too strong.  And he wasn’t done.  He said I’d gotten off, and I owed him his turn.” 
 
    “Typical guy,” Terri said. 
 
    “Evil perv,” Dani added. 
 
    I shrugged.  It sounded to me like the guy had a good point.  
 
    “So, what happened next?” I asked. 
 
    Cleo closed her eyes.  Her voice roughened as the memories played in her head.  “He held me down and he fucked me.  Hard.  Pounding himself into me over and over.  I just lay there and took it until he shuddered and collapsed on top of me.  He stayed hard a long time, huffing, then finally softened enough to slip out of me, trailing cum across my thigh. 
 
    “He rolled onto his back.  I cried.  Until he sat up and told me to shut the fuck up.  I was his now, claimed, and I’d do whatever he said.  He said pride law made me his property and that nobody would care what he did to me, so I needed to concentrate on making him happy.” 
 
    “He lied to you,” I said.  “Turning humans against their will is a capital offense among most shifter clans.  Not a lot of humans survive the infection of the shifter virus.” 
 
    “There were three other girls,” Cleo said.  “Two of them died by morning.  Me and the surviving girl were told if we ever spoke about this, the prides would hunt us down and kill us as a threat to them.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Your attackers were afraid that if their prides found out, they’d be the ones killed.  It can still happen.  There’s no statute of limitation on something like this.” 
 
    Cleo opened her eyes, giving me a haunted look.  “So, what’s going to happen?” 
 
    “You’re going to go with me tomorrow to meet Gemma, Queen of the Cats.  I’m going to tell her your story.  She’ll probably ask you some questions to determine who all the attackers were.  And she might ask you to swear loyalty, pledging yourself to a pride.  Shifters like controlling their own kind.” 
 
    “And if I don’t want to?  Will she kill me?” 
 
    “No.  You’re not living in her territory, your mother and brother are, and they’re human.  Besides, you are part of my household.  Being in my harem puts all of you girls under the direct protection of the L.A. demon clan.  My people will fight for you, and protect you.” 
 
    Cleo slumped, relaxing.  “Good.  I just want my mother to be safe in her new place—if it ever gets built—and for all the drama to be over.” 
 
    “Your part in this will be over tomorrow,” I said, “but there are still a few loose threads I need to unravel.  And a monster I need to kill.” 
 
    “What kind of monster?” Terri asked. 
 
    “Big kind with teeth and claws,” I said. 
 
    Dani giggled.  “We have teeth and claws.” 
 
    “This thing eats people, and not in a good way,” I said.   
 
    Cleo came toward me on hands and knees.  Her mouth opened and she tongue-lashed my cock a moment.  “Is this a good way?” 
 
    My cock stiffened under her continued attentions.  Soon, he was a bar of steel.  With long practice, Cleo swallowed me.  Her warm, wet mouth rode me for a while, then she pulled off. 
 
    In my head, I heard my cock complain: Hey, finish what you started! 
 
    Naked, her breasts swayed before my eyes.  Cleo stared at me.  “Protection isn’t the only reason I sleep with you.  You’re the nicest monster I know.” 
 
     “As a dragon,” I said, “it’s my nature and sacred duty to take good care of all my property.” 
 
    “So, I’m property after all,” Cleo said. 
 
    “Are you complaining?” I asked. 
 
    Straddling me, she eased my engorged shaft into her silken depths, sighing with pleasure.  “Oh, no, my Lord Monster!  Do your worse!” 
 
    “My turn next,” Terri called out. 
 
    “Then mine,” Dani said. 
 
    “Okay,” I said.  “But nobody tells Izumi how many times we’ve gone.  She really will break off my cock.” 
 
    Cleo rode me, slowly at first, adjusting to my size.  “All your secrets are safe with me.  Oh, this feels so good.” 
 
    I reached up and seized her tits, gripping them tightly.   
 
    In the back shadows of my mind, my inner dragon roused, scales slithering, his golden eyes opening, shining with greed.  He, too, hissed in pleasure.  Through my human eyes, he devoured Cleo.  His thought echoed in our inner darkness: Mine! 
 
    Ours! 
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    “The purpose of minor offenses 
 
    is to distract from the bigger ones.” 
 
      
 
                                             —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    The were-kitties and I snuck out of the suite, careful not to wake Izumi.  Asleep on the leather couch, she was oblivious to the hangover that awaited her.  I closed the hall door and nodded to the changed guards.  These two had worked with me before.  Kiiln was a fire-demon, smelling faintly of sulfur.  His skin had a faint jaundiced color.  Glug, his companion, had kelp-colored hair, and a seafoam smell.  He was from an ocean branch of demons distantly related to a minor Elder God that had visited the planet in the dawn of time to breed with the mermaids. 
 
    They didn’t ask stupid questions, trusting I’d tell them what they needed to know.  As I moved away, they fell in behind me, locked in magical charms so they could pose as humans.  Both wore dark suits and sunglasses—professional muscle.   
 
    Dani leaned in, her platinum hair mussed in a sexy way.  She whispered to me.  “I smell old eggs and raw fish.” 
 
    Terri nodded.  “I’m hungry.  Is it too early in the day for sushi?” 
 
    Glug rumbled approval.  “I could go for some spicy tuna rolls.” 
 
    Kiiln said, “I prefer my food fire-roasted.” 
 
    “No surprise there.”  I checked my watch.  “We’ve got hours before my noon meeting with Gemma and her toms.  Let’s hit the strip for grub and get a little air.” 
 
    We stepped onto the elevator and started toward the lobby.  My phone played Memories, from cats.  It was Kat’s ringtone.  Apparently, she and the were-liger were up already and looking for me. 
 
    “Oh!  I love that song!” Cleo said. 
 
    I answered.  “Caine here.” 
 
    “Morning, Caine.  This is a great place!  Our room is wonderful.  This is like the honeymoon we never had.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re happy.  I can die content.” 
 
    “Josh wants to know when we’re going after the monster.” 
 
    “There’s the situation with Cleo to be resolved here at noon.  Gemma, the Queen of the Cats, will be here.  I’d appreciate it if you’d back us up.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Cleo tugged on my arm.  “Ask them if they want to come out and get breakfast with us.” 
 
    With her were-cat hearing, Kat heard the question over the phone.  She answered at once.  “Love to.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said.  “You and Josh meet us in the lobby.” 
 
    Kat said, “On the way!” 
 
    I put away my phone and waited out the ride.  Soon, the doors dinged open.  We stepped off the elevator and moved across the spacious lobby to an island of furniture near the front doors.  My demon security was in place.  I couldn’t name the individuals without using magic to see through their magical disguises.  Since that served no purpose, I didn’t bother. 
 
    About this time, I expected Julia to be in the clutches of Imari and the bridesmaids, getting herself entrenched in wedding preparations.  I didn’t even want to think about what the Old Man and Kinsey might still be up to.   
 
    The glass front doors to the parking lot opened and Zero-T entered the building.  He had on one of his earth-magic masks that moved naturally with his underlying face, giving him a black skin tone that matched the illusion covering the rest of him.  He was black as in brown, African-American, not black like Imari, a fire-demon with glossy obsidian skin.  Zero-T in his “Shaft” mode was here to see either her—his one true love—or me, because fun stalks me like a savage beast and everyone always wants in on the killing.  He wore a chocolate brown suit with gold pinstripes, and a jaunty hat sat skewed on his head.  Wing-tip shoes completed his sartorial splendor. 
 
    Seeing me in my trademark outfit, a black-linen suit and crimson tee, he smiled a greeting and angled to converge on me.  Security knew him, giving him a once over, then ignoring him.  He thought we were best friends.  I couldn’t say he was wrong, though I remained his boss as well.  Imari commanded most of the demons under the Old Man and me, putting her third in power, but as a member of my intelligence unit, Zero-T was outside her line of command.  He and a few others wore black opal rings to show they acted under my personal authority.  Not that he was here to work.  He’d come down for a big online poker tournament—that he’d already washed out of.   
 
    He stopped in front of the couch we used and nodded to the were-kitties.  “Ladies.  All of you are looking damn fine this morning.” 
 
    They smiled back and spoke in unison, as if they’d rehearsed.  “Good morning, Zero.” 
 
      “That’s Zero-T,” he corrected.  “The Tee stands for tolerance.  My high-school had a zero-tolerance policy for gifted, handsome black males—with a tendency toward violence—which is why I never graduated.” 
 
    I’d investigated his history and knew his story was crap.  He had a high-school diploma and an electronic engineering degree as well.  That didn’t fit his outta-the-hood persona, so he kept it quiet.  I wasn’t sure why he thought he needed to pass for black.  Maybe a deep love of waffle and chicken breast sandwiches.   
 
    “What are you up to?” I asked. 
 
    “Six-foot two,” he said. 
 
    “Seriously.”  I gave him a light glare that didn’t really have any bite in it.  “I have some work for you.” 
 
    “I came to see Imari,” he asked. 
 
    “She’s tied up with Red and Julie.  Probably isn’t even still in the hotel.” 
 
    “Well, hell-in-high-heels!  I guess I’m yours then.” 
 
    I whispered loudly to the girls.  “It’s so cute the way he thinks I was giving him a choice.”  I returned my stare to Zero-T.  “Join us for breakfast.  You can listen in as I bring Josh and Kat up to speed.” 
 
    “Who?” he asked. 
 
    I saw them coming off of the elevator.  “Here they are now.”   
 
    Kat wore black leggings that looked painted on, and a pink top that was too big for her, hanging down to mid-thigh level.  There were a pair of green cat’s eyes on her chest.  Her black hair was in a pony-tail.  She moved with a dancer grace that matched her lithe physic.   
 
    Next to her, leather-faced, bronzed by the sun, Josh looked thirty-five, wearing a tawny, short-sleeved shirt and faded jeans.  His long legs ended in brown hiking boots, the kind that are good for stomping people in bar fights.  He was hella-tall, with dark blond hair and the squinty eyes of a range-roving cowboy.   
 
    Huge and tiny, arm in arm, they strolled our way. 
 
    I saw a wave of tension sweep through my guards.  They knew predators when they saw them.  Coming in by portal last night, they’d not have been noted by security.  And apparently, word hadn’t yet gone around to everybody that he was my guest. 
 
    I used a stand-down hand signal, and shook my head for them to chill.  Josh was a threat, but not to me.   
 
    “Damn, he’s big,” Zero-T said.  “What, six-four?” 
 
    “Even bigger when he changes into his were-liger form,” I said. 
 
    Zero gave me a wide-eyed stare.  “You’re kidding me?  He turns into a beer?” 
 
    “Were-liger, idiot, not were-lager.  His shifter form is a genetic blend of lion and tiger.  Liger.” 
 
    “But Kat’s the dangerous one,” Cleo said.  “She controls him like a guided missile.” 
 
    I added, “She’s the Mistress of Sacramento, runs the northern California territory.  Be nice to her or he’ll break you like a rotted twig.  I mention this because they’re important allies, and it would be a pain to replace you.”  
 
    “Down right impossible,” Zero-T said.  “Some things can never be improved upon.”  He stood and adjusted his crotch. 
 
    The were-kitties and I stood as Josh and Kat reached us.  Cleo jumped in and hugged her.  Teri and Dani moved in a second later making it a group hug.  Josh had moved aside to let the reunion take its course.  While the girls chattered brightly, he edged over to Zero-T and me.  Josh and I shook hands.  He used a firm grip, but made no test of power, too confident to play such games.  He released my hand, leaving it intact.   
 
    I said, “This is Zero-T.  Zero, Josh.” 
 
    They shook hands, completing the ancient ritual: See, no weapon in my hand, me come in peace.  We can be friends. 
 
    “You’re a demon,” Josh said. 
 
    “And you’re not,” Zero-T said.  “Don’t worry, I won’t hold it against you.” 
 
    “Awful decent of you,” Josh murmured.  “My inner liger is hungry.  Can we get a move on?” 
 
    “Kind of up to your wife,” I said.  “She’s the one holding court with her fuzzy sisters.” 
 
    “Yeah.  Well, it’s been a while.  Know a good place to go?” 
 
    “Pancake Villa?” Zero-T said.  “Mom’s Country Kitchen is also good.” 
 
    Josh looked over at Kat and said, “Honey, we can talk at the restaurant and eat at the same time.  Have mercy on a poor starving liger, would you?” 
 
    Kat rolled her eyes, but started for the glass doors, surrounded by my were-kitties.  Us guys followed.  Glug and Kiiln brought up the rear.  I expected they’d have their own car to use. 
 
    I asked Josh, “Did Imari set you up with a vehicle?” 
 
    “A hummer.  I asked for a big rental.  I just can’t get comfortable in a small car.” 
 
    “Why don’t you and Kat take the were-kitties.  Zero-T can ride with me.” 
 
    Josh and Zero-T nodded. 
 
    I called over to Cleo, “Clee, show them where Mom’s is down the block.  We’ll meet you there.” 
 
    She hollered back, “Gotcha, boss.” 
 
    We went out to the parking lot and found our vehicles.  A few minutes later we were on the road.  There was less life to Las Vegas in the early morning, less glitz.  The city was designed to do its shining at night.  By day, it was less impressive.  Still, I thought Kat would find the strip and the high-rise buildings interesting.  Traffic wasn’t too bad so we reached Mom’s fairly quickly.  We parked and ambled over to the restaurant entrance.  Oddly, Glug and Kiiln had failed to arrive.  I’d thought they were right behind me.   
 
    My phone chimed, a call from an unknown number.  I answered.  “Caine here.” 
 
    “It’s Glug.  You won’t believe this.  We were a few cars behind you when this giant lance of cobalt glass falls out of the sky and stabs through the hood.  Our engine is dead.  Watch out.  They may come after you next.” 
 
    “Call Imari.”  I put my phone away and scanned the area around me.  The cobalt glass was a trademark of Chrys’ brother.  She’d be next to show up, or her parents.  All the other Villagers were caged in their own dimension. 
 
    Painted red and blue like something off of an Eagles’ CD, a steer’s skull dropped out of the sky, landing at my feet, clattering.  It stared up with vacant eyes.  A woman screamed, “Caine, you bastard, you’re going to die!” 
 
    Chrys dropped out of the sky and stomped my way.  The look of homicidal intent on her face didn’t detract from her scorching beauty.  Her stunning curves filled out a thousand-dollar, turquoise mini-dress with mother-of-pearl buttons.  Her platinum hair was upswept with a crown of braids around a top knot.  Her smoky eyeliner and black eyes gave her bad-girl chic.  Tinted a creamy elderberry red, her full lips were stretched thin by a fervent snarl.    
 
    I pooled shadow on my chest, willing it to reform as a spell-tatt.  I pulled golden dragon magic to the same area, forcing the incompatible energies to cooperate.  With a warm tingle, the defensive spell activated. 
 
    Kat looked at her, then at me.  “Lover’s quarrel?  We’ll wait for you inside.”  Without looking back, she and Josh went in with the were-kitties.   
 
    Zero-T lingered. 
 
    “She’s a Villager,” I said.  “You don’t want a piece of this.” 
 
     “I’ll give you some space to work this out, bro.”  He patted me on the shoulder and scurried off. 
 
    Chrys stopped a few feet away, eyes dark with shadow power, her fists clenched in rage.  As a Villager, she used shadow magic to manipulate her personal element: calcium.  Echoing her emotions, the skull exploded.  Shards of bone burst up into my face.  A liberated horn flew point-first for my heart while the other one stabbed at my cock. 
 
    Oh, yes, this is very personal. 
 
    My protective barrier activated, becoming visible where the calcium touched it.  A shell of red light swirled between Chrys and me.  I was really hoping her power couldn’t reach through the shield, into my body, and shatter every bone in me.  That would really suck, as well as being painful as hell. 
 
    The first rule of being an urban legend came to mind: Never let the bad guys see you sweat. 
 
    I smiled at her.  “Chrys, my love, what a surprise.  I was hoping I’d run into you.  It’s been so long since I’ve fucked you properly.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that,” she spoke through bared teeth.  “I think you’ve fucked me over plenty.”  Her gaze shifted toward the restaurant door.  “It didn’t seem as if I was missed at all.  Partying with college girls now?” 
 
    “It’s a case I’m on, clan business.” 
 
    “Really, someone told me you’ve been hiding out in the desert, just to avoid me.” 
 
    “Absolutely not true!  Someone’s trying to drive a wedge between us.”  I took a step closer to her.  The small pieces of bone were scattered on the sidewalk.  Only the two horns still hovered. Twisting in space, still trying to bore through my barrier to do some damage. 
 
    “There’s a hell of a wedge between us,” she yelled.  “You’ve blocked off my dimension.  My family is stranded here.  Tell me what you did to close down the accesses!” 
 
    I blinked at her.   
 
    That’s all she thinks I’ve done?  No one’s told her my armies have ravished her world?  That millions are dead.  That the Red Lady unleashed raping hell-beasts there?  Or that we freed the Villagers’ chained goddess so she could exact a millennium’s worth of horrific vengeance for their crimes against her? 
 
    No wonder I’m still alive. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SEVEN 
 
      
 
    “Love is a weapon even the defeated enjoy.” 
 
      
 
                                      —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I stared with my best gaze-of-soul-withering-contempt.  “After I hand you such an awesome opportunity, this is how you thank me?”  I shook my head sadly.  “I never figured you for such an ingrate.” 
 
    Standing there, pointing a finger at me, Chrys no longer looked like she was about to fling herself upon me.  She closed her mouth and shook her head hard, as if to dislodge the words she’d just heard.  The floating bull horns stopped grinding against my barrier.  The magical red shell went invisible again.  
 
    She drew a deep breath, straightened, and used a more rational tone of voice.  “What the hell are you saying?” 
 
    “Look past the inconvenience of being cut off from your home dimension.  I’ve been there.  It’s nothing special.  You ought to be happy not to go back.  You’ve built a financial empire here, right?  Since you can’t go back for a while, why not take advantage of the fact that your family now has a free hand here, with none of your people able to interfere?” 
 
    “Interfere in what?”  Neglected, her horns wafted lower, almost out of play.   
 
    “The technical name for it is hostile takeover.  Your family is over here in a big way, invested deeply in human society, but there are others, right?  Others trying to cut themselves in on the markets you’ve developed.” 
 
    “There are a few smaller groups, small investors sniffing around us.” 
 
    “Right.  But do they live here, or just use agents like the silver dragons to do their grunt work?”   
 
    Her face relaxed.  I could tell she was really listening to me.  I just hoped I could finish this argument to my advantage while making it all up as I went along. 
 
    “They use intermediaries: vampires, dragons, minor fey, even humans.” 
 
    “So, right now, your rival companies are cut off from direction and support that—trust me—isn’t coming anytime soon.  They are headless resources that can be snapped up by your family.  You have the strength to destroy anyone trying to stop you.  By the time the way back to the Villager dimension opens again, all your rival’s assets can be yours with no legal trace of where those businesses went.  Who cares what will be suspected.  You can act so that nothing will ever be proven.  And if your corporate empire becomes strong enough, with ties to the preternatural communities here, most of your people will want in.  They won’t care who you stepped on along your way.” 
 
    “There’s just one problem with all that?” she said.  “The home dimension can’t buy what can’t be delivered.”  The horns darted at my face, shattering against my shell of force.  The painted shards of calcium disintegrated, dust in the wind, like Chrys’ dreams. 
 
    I said, “Damn, you got me.  Look, the Villagers attacked me first, starting a war.  I won.  They lost.  Their fault for coming against me.”  I shrugged.   “Why are you trying to make it my problem that your people bit off more than they could chew?” 
 
    “I’m pissed, and you’re throwing sophistry at me?” 
 
    “Nothing you do to me will change your situation.” 
 
    A wicked smile appeared on her face.  “Yes, but hurting you will make me feel better.” 
 
    “Until my shifter allies, my demons, the dragons of the Imperial Court, and my armies from Fairy all come down on your family and your commercial businesses.  And you’ve met Selene, the Red Lady.  After you take me down, how are you going to survive a dragon-goddess with hormonal surges from her pregnancy?  She’s going to be real understanding.  You think you have trouble now…!” 
 
    “So, I beat the crap out of you, but leave you alive.  Barely.” 
 
    “Join us for breakfast instead.  I’m buying.”  I backed to the doors and opened one of them for her, weakening one area of my barrier so I could reach through.   
 
    Sharp pain crumpled me.  The weakened barrier gave her a better sense of my bones, letting her elemental power in.  My knees slammed the ground.  I gasped.  “Fuck!”  I concentrated on strengthening the barrier. 
 
    She said, “Those are your fibulas I shattered.  The Tibias are going to be a real bitch—like me.”  She walked up and touched the barrier, causing a patch of it to ghost in as a swirl of crimson light.  Her hand pulled back.  The red light faded.  “Cute, but how does it handle direct shadow magic?” 
 
    Shoving through the pain, I focused on my stomach, condensing shadow there to make a knew Dragon Voice tatt.  I pulled raw golden magic into the symbol, opening my mouth to give her a command she’d have to follow. 
 
    By then, she’d coated her body with darkness, becoming a three-dimensional shadow that stepped right through my barrier.  It swirled red, becoming visible, but didn’t stop her from kicking me in the head.  Tasting the metallic tang of blood in my mouth, I fell backwards, pinning my broken legs under my thighs.  Inside the barrier, she laughed as my sternum cracked over my heart, and the humerus bone in my upper arm also fractured. 
 
    Ah, double fuck! 
 
    The only consolation I had was that she didn’t know the damage was much less severe than she thought.  Human bones would have been shattered, even those of a Villager like herself, but I was half dragon, and frequently changed into one physically.  My bones were harder and denser than she knew.   
 
    Not that I was having fun.  
 
    “Which do you want to lose next,” she asked, “a xiphoid process or a greater tubercle?” 
 
    “Fuck!  How the hell would I know?” 
 
    “You’ve never memorized the bones of the human body?  Such appalling ignorance…” 
 
    Something went in my left shoulder.  The bitch laughed.  “That’s the greater tubercle.  You have a lesser one too…”  There was a second sharp pain in my shoulder.  “Or you did.” 
 
    “Stop hurting me!”  I packed a lot of magic into that demand.  My voice thundered with unnatural vitality, echoing between us. 
 
    She reeled backward, falling out of my barrier.  It flickered red, then went clear.  Conserving energy, I dropped the barrier.  It was no longer effective anyway.  Shadow magic had a way of getting around or through more conventional magics. 
 
    “You’re suffering,” she said.  “Ending your suffering—with death—is technically ending your pain, not really hurting you.” 
 
    She was arguing around my command, trying to find a strand of logic that would let her keep kicking my ass.  Lying on the ground, looking up into her face, I smiled and played my trump card, my command voice still in play.  “You need to remember how much you still love me.  The feel of our naked bodies grinding together, your screams of pleasure in my arms as your nerves electrify.  I know your clit hasn’t forgotten how I make it feel!” 
 
    I watched her body shudder as forced memories filled her eyes.  She gasped for breath, heart pounding as my magic wrung her out, making her experience hours of love play in a moment.  She stuttered, “Fu-fu-fu-fuck!”   
 
    Losing control of her shadow magic, she shed the darkness.  As a Villager, she was more resilient than a human, but this pushed her beyond her limits.  With a last ecstatic utterance, eyelids fluttering wildly, she wilted to the ground, unconscious.  I looked at her sweet tits, and felt relief at their movement; she still breathed despite the near-lethal sexual shock. 
 
    Laying there like roadkill, I circulated raw golden magic to the areas she’d damaged.  I wasn’t a real healer, but I visualized the bones fusing, the cracks vanishing.  My bones tingled.  The pain receded, but didn’t go away completely.  Aches lingered as I rolled onto my stomach and pushed to hands and knees. My muscles trembled from the recent trauma.  Breathing heavily, I forced myself to my feet and staggered over to the restaurant door.  I went in, leaving Chrys where she lay.   
 
    The door swing shut behind me as I sought innocent bystanders.    Villagers are arrogant, but smart enough to keep the human population ignorant of them.  Inside, with humans around, I didn’t think Chrys would get too out of hand if she followed me in.   
 
    Besides, for all her talk of killing me, she’d taken her time, dawdling with the steer skull and then the fractures.  If she’d been as mad as she pretended, I’d never have seen her coming.  She’d have exploded every bone in my body, ripping out every sliver of calcium so that my organs were ruptured and I became a giant slug on the ground, bleeding out like crazy.  I’d seen her do it to others. 
 
    Smoothing out my gait, I spotted my were-kitties with Kat and Josh across the restaurant.  They’d commandeered the biggest booth in the place.  I headed that way, not waiting for a hostess to show up and guide me.  I passed small tables with red-and-white checked tablecloths, and hand-carved wooden chairs.  There were wooden posts with hangers attached that supported balls of fake plastic ferns.  The carpet was cranberry, the wood panels of the walls, hunter green.  A lot of windows let in abundant light so the wagon-wheel chandeliers weren’t even needed.   
 
    I looked at Josh and lifted an eyebrow.  “Where’s Zero-T?” 
 
    “Restroom.  Everything all right, Caine?” His glance shot past me.  I looked over my aching shoulder and saw Chrys tottering across the restaurant, coming in slow pursuit.    
 
    “We’ll see.”  I slid into the booth.  There was just enough room for Zero-T to squeeze onto the end when he got back. 
 
    The were-kitties studied Chrys’ progress with open curiosity.   
 
    There were several menus on the table.  I snatched one up.  “Man, I’m hungry.  Hey, this lumberjack special looks good.” 
 
    Cleo smiled at me.  “Is that allowed?  You’re not a lumberjack.” 
 
    “I think I’ll get two of those,” Josh said. 
 
    Teri looked at him.  “Yeah, you could be.  You’re big enough.” 
 
    “He’s also taken.”  Kat said it casually, getting it on the record, but not sounding worried. 
 
    I smiled.  The Mistress of Sacramento was hot in her own way; she had no reason to feel dowdy or threatened by the other ladies.   
 
    Josh lifted Kat’s hand and kissed it.  “Very much taken.”  For a while, they lost track of the rest of us, staring into each other’s eyes.   
 
    I felt like yelling: Get a room! 
 
    Chrys reached us.  She gestured to the open space next to me.  “Can I please sit down?” 
 
    “Truce?” I asked. 
 
    She wavered on her feet.  “Truce.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    She sat, gingerly, her clit clearly still sensitive.  Leaning into me, she turned my face with a hand.  I stared into her eyes.  She kissed me, thoroughly, then whispered, “They say make-up sex can be a lot of fun.”  Her hand dropped into my lap and caressed a stiffening cock.   
 
    Hell yes!  The boneless monster in my pants shouted, heedless of danger.  Bring it. 
 
    “Hold that thought,” I told her.  “I’ve got business here to take care of first.” 
 
    “Don’t make we wait too long.”  There was an edge of threat in her tone. 
 
    I am always my own worst enemy. 
 
    A waitress approached with a glass pot.  “Coffee anyone?” 
 
    There were already cups sitting face down on the table.  I turned mine up.  “Sure.”   
 
    Josh and Kat took some too.  After pouring, the waitress looked at the were-kitties.  “I’ll be back with your milks in just a minute.”  She hurried away, passing Zero-T as he approached.  Surprisingly, he had Imari on his arm.  The fire demon was in human disguise, but a bit of red fire smoldered in her eyes.  I didn’t think she was as calm as she looked.  Obviously, Zero-T had felt concern over Chrys and had called the hotel for back-up. 
 
    I made a mental note to give him a fifteen-cents an hour raise.  With no more room in the booth, Zero-T and Imari took a seat at the next table over.   
 
    Zero-T studied me.  “You look like hell, dawg.  Are you all right?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “Define all right.” 
 
    Imari’s stare was on Chrys. 
 
    Chrys looked at her and lifted eyebrows in a pretense of innocence.  “What?” 
 
    Imari pointed two-pronged fingers at her own eyes, then at Chrys’ face.  “I’m watching you.” 
 
    Chrys laughed.  “Honey, hot as I am, everyone’s watching me.” 
 
    There was just the barest suggestion of orange flame across Imari bald scalp, as she kept herself from fully igniting.  “You want to see hot?  I’ll show you hot.” 
 
    Needing to distract everyone, I pulled out my phone and pulled up the pictures I’d taken of the human remains and the tracks of the three-toed monster-sloth.   I passed the phone down to the were-kitties.  “These are the monster’s tracks I found on the property where it ate the guards I’d hired.  It’s the size of a prehistoric sloth, but definitely carnivorous, which makes me think more demon-sloth than Jurassic Park.” 
 
    Cleo passed my phone to Teri.   
 
    Teri barely glanced at the pictures, passing them quickly to Dani. 
 
    Dani didn’t look at them at all.  “Really?  Right before I eat breakfast?” 
 
    Kat took the phone.  She showed a great deal of interest.  “There’s another possibility.  A surviving giant sloth from deep in the Amazon somewhere, one that’s been imported, maybe magically altered—made into a demon.”  She changed pictures.  “Nope, never mind.  These tracks on the side of the road show it going into human form.  I guess there are sloth-demons after all.” 
 
    Josh took the phone.  “Not that I’ve ever heard.  I contacted some friends on a Preternatural Response Unit.  They checked Federal archives.  Nothing like this has ever been seen before.”  With his long arm, he handed the phone over to Zero-T.   
 
    Zero-T studied the photos.  He pursed his lips in thought.  “Maybe someone has just accessed a brand-new hell-dimension we don’t know of.  Most demon-kind in this world, at one time in history, came from somewhere else.” 
 
    “It’s an interesting thought,” I said.  “We should prepare for everything since we probably won’t know for sure until we take this monster down.” 
 
    Chrys leaned into me.  She whispered, her hand back in my lap.  “I want your monster to take me down.” 
 
    I saw the waitress coming to finally take our food orders.  “Fine, I’ll get something to go.” 
 
    Imari gave me a troubled glance, skin creasing between the eyes.  “Caine, do you think that’s wise?” 
 
    “No.”  I imagined squishing her firm tits in my hands.  “Why don’t you come along and give me a few pointers.” 
 
    She said, “Maybe I will.  Someone’s got to keep you alive.” 
 
    Taken by surprise, I stared at her.   “Don’t get my hopes up if you’re not going to follow through.” 
 
    Zero-T thrust to his feet, staring back and forth at Imari and me.  “Hey, don’t I get any say in this?” 
 
    Chrys slid out and stood.  “I don’t do groups.  Caine, call me when you lose the entourage.”  She walked away. 
 
    I watched her receding ass.  “Some people need to be grateful if I sleep with them at all.” 
 
    Imari stood, pushed Zero-T back into his seat, and turned an ember-red glance my way.  “Don’t think you have to do me any favors.”  She walked away.    
 
    My cock shouted, a voice in the back of my head: Hey, what the hell just happened? 
 
    Zero-T laughed, slapping his table with a palm.  “Oh, man!  Caine, you just got played, and I mean hard.” 
 
    I looked at Zero-T and enjoyed a bit of mental theatre where I imagined putting a gun to his head and splattering his demon brains everywhere. 
 
    The waitress returned with the milks, gave them to the kitties, and produced an ordering pad and pen.  “What else can I get you folks?” 
 
    I sighed.  How about some self-respect with a side order of dignity?  Is there a sign on my back that says: “Please kick me?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “When hell freezes over, 
 
    fire will be popular again.” 
 
      
 
                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    The were-kitties came back to the hotel with me.  Zero-T, Kat, and Josh were following in the Hummer.  The usual assortment of demon guards played human across the lobby. 
 
    I saw a familiar eighteen-year old plopped on a couch, hiding her face behind a yellow book entitled: Witchcraft for Dummies.  She lowered the book and turned the page, letting her eyes scan toward the door behind me.  I could tell the moment she recognized me; she froze like a rabbit in the shadow of a hawk.   
 
    Heading for the elevator, I continued my stare just because it freaked her out.  I get my thrills where I find them.  
 
    Her long brown hair spilled freely.  Her eyes were also a medium brown, as toned down as her watermelon-pink lip-gloss.  Solstice Truth still tinted her eyelids a sea-foam green that didn’t quite match the creamy jade pendant she wore on a loop of brown leather.  Her top was burnt sienna.  She sported khaki shorts to show off knobby knees.  And she wore the same hand-woven hemp sandals.   
 
    If ever a person existed who should have been born a hippie… 
 
    Solstice had done a decent job for me recently, using her magical powers as a witch to help me track down some silver dragons.  She’d been paid for her efforts.  I doubted the check had bounced, so I wondered why she was here, who she was waited for.   
 
    There was a flash of tiny iridescent wings in the air, streaking toward her, and I had my answer.  The pixie mercenary had recently sworn allegiance to me, a new resident of my fey kingdom.  Six-inches, with slate-green skin, Silverwynd wore a mocha colored tunic with black, stiletto-heeled boots, and on her head, a man’s gold ring set with an emerald.  She buzzed Solstice, circled, and returned to land on the witch’s shoulder. 
 
    I veered off course to approach them.  As I stopped in front of the witch, she stopped breathing, eyes going wide.   
 
    Silverwynd went to one knee, bowing.  “Greetings, Lord Deathwalker.”  Her tone sounded far more respectful than in past conversations.  “I have seen the land you offered my people.  It is dark and rich, good for growing food and the mountain forest will shelter us well.” 
 
    “And my new winery?” I asked. 
 
    She said, “As soon as our homes are finished, we will begin work on it.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Feel free to draw upon the fortress for building supplies and tools as you need them.  I will send word that you are to be supported.” 
 
    Silverwynd stood on Solstice’s shoulder, holding onto the edge of the witch’s ear for balance.  The pixie bowed from the waist, another show of respect.  The emerald on her ring-crown flashed.  “Most kind of you.” 
 
    I shifted my gaze to Solstice.  “I have a small job for you.  It pays well.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed in suspicion.  “What kind of job?  Last time you dragged me off on a dragon hunt.  I could have been killed.” 
 
    “You won’t get anywhere in life focused on the negatives,” I told her.  “I’m sending some of my demon guards to protect you.”  I didn’t actually think there would be much danger.  The guards were to make sure she brought back what I was sending her to find, if she actually found it.  “You can do basic dowsing, right?  I’m looking for a magical relic that might have been lost in the Arizona desert about a hundred years ago.” 
 
    Solstice lifted her eyes toward the ceiling, chewing her lower lip in thought.  “A divination spell should do it, if the general area I’m searching isn’t too big.” 
 
    The lobby elevator dinged open and two of my off-duty demons emerged, Glug and Kiiln, the ones who’d been ambushed on the way to the restaurant.  Their eyes fell on me.  I motioned them to come over.   
 
    “The area I want searched is about six acres,” I told Solstice. 
 
    She nodded.  “It’s doable.” 
 
    “I’ll go with her to keep her safe,” Silverwynd said. 
 
    I smiled.  “I’ll be counting on you both.” 
 
    The demons stopped near me, studying us all.   
 
    I said, “Cleo and these guys will take you to the property to look around.” 
 
    “After the meeting with Gemma,” Cleo said.   
 
    “Around one,” I said.   
 
    Glug said, “Imari gave us the day off.” 
 
    I looked at him.  “I’ll give all of you five-thousand a piece for your time.  And another five-thousand apiece if your group finds the relic I’m looking for.  Anything magical turns up, it’s mine.  You bring it straight to me.  And this is hush-hush.  Mention the job to no one.” 
 
    “Works for me,” Glug said. 
 
    “I’m in,” Kiiln said.  “That still gives me a little time this morning for some shopping.” 
 
    “Come with us,” Silverwynd said.  “We were just going to hit a few places.” 
 
    Solstice shrugged and stood.  “Fine with me.  My station wagon is parked right outside.  Let’s go.” 
 
    With the were-kitties on my heels, I continued on to the elevators.  Cleo asked, “What kind of magical relic are we looking for?” 
 
    “It’s a secret.”  
 
    “Don’t you think I’ll have a clue when I actually see it?” Cleo said. 
 
    “Fine, but not a word to anyone else,” I said.  “You’ll be looking for the Eyes of Bastet.” 
 
    Cleo and Dani laughed. 
 
    Teri said, “He’s serious, guys.” 
 
    They stopped.   
 
    I went a few feet further, then tuned to stare at them.  “What’s the problem?” 
 
    Cleo said, “It’s holy to the prides.” 
 
    I said, “Why do you think I’ve sworn you to secrecy.” 
 
    Teri said, “And it’s dangerous.  It might well be a cursed object.” 
 
    “That’s more likely to strike me than one of you.  You’re cat people, remember?” 
 
    “I don’t like you taking a chance like that,” Cleo said.  “I kinda like hanging with you.” 
 
    “Nothing’s going to change.”  I entered the opening elevator.  “Come along.  I always know what I’m doing, and it hasn’t killed me yet.” 
 
    They followed me onto the elevator.  We sent it rising toward my floor.  There was still time to kill.  I needed to check up on Izumi, my ever-delightful frozen treat.  Her headache should be under control by now.  Chances were good my fey queen had recovered herself with a little magic. 
 
    We all got off on my floor, the same floor where the girls had their room.  We parted company for the time being.  I went to my room and found guards present that I wasn’t familiar with.  One of them was bigger than most, his skin like polished stone.  The other guard was thin, almost frail looking.  His long, blond cloud of hair wagged in a wind that touched none of the rest of us.  If I had to hazard a guess, I’d say these two specialized in earth and wind magic.  The huge guy said, “I’m Gypson.  This is Zeph.  “We’ve got you this shift.” 
 
    I nodded.  “We have a twelve-o’clock meeting in hotel conference room A.  Don’t let me be late.” 
 
    “Gotcha.”  Zeph grinned, guileless eyes the color of a cerulean summer sky.  He was out of uniform without a black suit and sunglasses.  His white linen suit with the open collar made him look much cooler.  I sensed no magic disguise; this was his true appearance.  I wanted to ask him if he was sure he was a demon, but refrained. 
 
    He used a key card to let me in. 
 
    Izumi’s voice sounded from around the corner, from the bedroom door.  “Caine, is that you?” 
 
    The hallway door closed behind me.  I answered.  “Yes, my little snow bunny.” 
 
    “Can you come in here?” 
 
    She had sex—and kids—on the brain.  I knew why she was calling me into a room with a bed.  Well, I did have an hour…  I walked to the doorway and stood on the threshold, staring in.  She lay naked on the bed.  Loosely tied red scarves on her wrists were anchored by ice daggers to the white, padded headboard. She’d obviously done this to herself, offering herself up as a tasty morsel.   
 
    “Caine, I’m a little tied up right now.  If someone wanted to come and ravish me, there’s no way I could stop them.” 
 
    Yeah, right.  With little effort, she could freeze solid anything in the room that looked cross-eyed at her. 
 
    I was about to go into the bedroom when my phone played a Taylor Swift ringtone: “Cause, baby, now we got bad…blood…”   
 
    “Don’t answer that!” Izumi yelled. 
 
    “Sorry, got to.  It’s Vivian.  She’s been missing in action and I need to make sure she’s okay.”   
 
    “Make it fast then.” 
 
    I took out my phone and opened the connection.  “Vivian?  Are you all right?  Where are you?” 
 
    “I can’t talk long.  I’m on a new job.  I’m just back in the human world to grab some gear.  I’m going to be out of touch for a while.” 
 
    “Where?  Tell me that much.”  If she went missing again, I needed to know where to start searching.” 
 
    “Don’t blow my cover if you see me on the Dragon World.  I’m working for Kur, your grandfather.” 
 
    That made a kind of sense.  Her last job had been with the Silver Dragon Clansmen that had allied themselves with my evil Villager half-brother whom I finally killed.  “Okay.  Anything else you need from me?” 
 
    “No, that’s it.”  The connection died abruptly.  Vivian had never been big on small talk.  I put my phone away. 
 
    The hallway door opened without warning.  Imari walked in, closing the door behind her.  “Caine, we need to talk.” 
 
    “Can it wait?  I have a situation to attend to.” 
 
    “That’s for damn sure,” Izumi muttered from the bed. 
 
    Imari stopped just short of the living room furniture.  She wiggled a summoning finger.  “Now, Caine.” 
 
    I sighed and walked over.  “What?” 
 
    “Security is in place for your noon meeting.  I also have armored backup squirrelled away in case your charm fails and things go south.” 
 
    “Smart, but you could have called to tell me that much.” 
 
    “I also wanted to go into that business with the Villager Chrys.” 
 
    “I think she’s over her mad, for now.” 
 
    “If she’d killed you, there would have been problems.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “For the good of the clan, I need you to do two things.”  Her eyes were red coals.  Orange flames swirled across her ebony scalp.  She held up a finger.  “First, secure the line of succession.  Have Colt formally recognized before the demon clan as your successor.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “Sure.  No big deal.  What else?” 
 
    “For you, this may be near impossible, but I’m going to ask anyway.” 
 
    Izumi’s frosty tones stabbed from the bedroom.  “Caine, I’m waiting!” 
 
    “This is going to make Izumi happy, too,” Imari said.  “I need you to stop sleeping with people outside the clan, that aren’t in your harem.  You’ve got enough recreational partners without bringing dangerous women like Chrys around.  Concentrate on what you’ve got.” 
 
    Izumi’s voice came from the bedroom again.  “Preach it, sister!” 
 
    I jerked a thumb over my shoulder, toward the bedroom door.  “Uh, speaking of what I’ve got, I really ought to…” 
 
    A knock sounded from the hallway door.  It opened and Gypsum stuck his big stone block of a head in.  He used a gravelly voice that boomed.  “Caine, there’s a guy out here that says he needs to talk to you.  Police.” 
 
    My First Sword sighed, and banished the fire from her bald head to better pass for human.  “What have you done now that I don’t know about?” 
 
    I widened my eyes in surprise.  “Nothing, honest.” 
 
    “Nothing honest is right.”  Imari turned toward the hallway door.  She called out, “Let him in.” 
 
    The door opened wider.  A man in a well-made suit walked in.  The hang of the material couldn’t completely conceal the presence of a gun in a shoulder holster.  His hair was dark blond, like gold coins lying in a shadowy crypt.  His white, feral smile was as disturbing as his amber-lit eyes and youthful face—his werewolf nature near the surface.   
 
    I smiled a welcome.  “Det. Winter.  What can I do for you?” 
 
    He came in and closed the door behind him.  His stare went to Imari.  His nostrils widened slightly as he used his inner wolf’s heightened sense of smell to place her as a demon.  “It’s personal.  I wonder if I can have a moment with you, alone.” 
 
    “Caine…?”  There was uncertainty in Imari’s tone.  As the one responsible for my protection, I knew she wanted to stay. 
 
    “Detective Winter is a friend.  It’s all right, Imari.  You can go.” 
 
    She ignored my suggestion, going toward the bedroom door.  “I’ll just step in here until you’re done, Caine.  If you need me for anything, just yell.” 
 
    This was her way of providing backup whether I wanted it or not.  Some people can be so stubborn.  “Fine,” I said.  “I’ve got something in there that needs warming up.  Why don’t you start without me?” 
 
    “Fine.”  There was triumph in her voice as she thought I was finally getting sensible.  I watched her go to the door.  She stood there looking in, then glared back at me.  “Really?  You always have to have one ready to go?” 
 
    I shrugged.   
 
    She went in, leaving the door open a crack behind her.  I had no doubt she was right behind the door, ready to rush out to my defense should danger erupt. 
 
    I turned back to Det. Winter.  “You were saying?” 
 
    “After the wedding, Angie wants me to come to L.A. and join her pack.” 
 
    “So?  It sounds like a good deal.” 
 
    “That depends on where you stand with her.  I don’t share my women.” 
 
    “If Angie wants to be exclusive with you, I’m fine with that.  But she’s the best lawyer I’ve ever had.  She stays on retainer to handle my legal business—as do you; I can use a trained detective who can deal with the dark side, someone who won’t easily die.” 
 
    Det. Winter gave me a single nod of affirmation.  “I can live with that.  As of today, I am no longer with the Vegas Police” 
 
    I held out my hand.  “Welcome to the Deathwalker corporate family.” 
 
    “I’ll want stock options and paid vacation.  And I don’t work nights of the full moon.” 
 
    Our hands meshed with manly grips. 
 
    “Fine.  I’ve always believed in paying for quality.” 
 
    Izumi’s icy shriek exploded from the other room.  “Caine, come and fuck me!” 
 
    Winter shook his head sadly, but a mischievous light gleamed in his eyes.  “Sucks being you.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
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    “No one ever tells a cat not to play with food.” 
 
      
 
                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Despite the Men-in-Black style demon guards stationed near the door and outside in the hall, the conference room looked mellow, decorated in mild Southwestern earth tones.  The carpet was a dull taupe.  A long, cherry table with a cocoa stain finish dominated the center of the room.  There was an abundance of black-leather office chairs.  A coffee mess stood against a wall, right behind me.  Another wall held a pull-down screen for presentations.  We wouldn’t need that. 
 
    My cousin Kinsey and my uncle Drake sat together, middle of the table, watching the door.  At one table’s end, the Old Man sat next to me.  He managed to loom even while sitting down.  Really, with so much height, you’d think he could magically donate some to me.  I’d asked him about that when, as a teen, I realized I’d stopped growing and would always be under-tall.   
 
    He’d refused.  Selfish bastard. 
 
    His bald head was blue like the rest of him.  Under his two-thousand dollar, aqua-blue, Italian suit his body was muscle on top of muscle, covered in mystic brands and ancient Atlantean tattoos.  Hopefully, things would go well and he wouldn’t need to unleash any of his combat magic. 
 
    Between him and Kinsey, the three were-kitties sat, holding hands, hunching forward as if expecting violence at any moment.  From sheer nervousness, their cat ears and tails had popped into view.  It didn’t help them that Kinsey kept a hand on the basket-hilt rapier at her side.  She was obviously displeased my girls were so near the Old Man.  This possessive side of her was new.   
 
    As far as violence, I was more concerned she’d stab me than anyone else.  We seldom got along.  She wore her blade in a leather sheath, connected to her belt with silver chains.  Her belt buckle, also silver, was set with a great, dark-red garnet.  Her boots were ankle-high, black like her pants.  Her top was aquamarine.  I thought maybe she’d coordinated with the Old Man.   
 
    Seeing me looking at her, she shifted her antique-gold stare away with a toss of her head that sent a wave through her golden hair.  Everything about her screamed: I’m too good for the company I keep. 
 
    I grinned, thinking of how much fun I’d have introducing her to others as my new Mommy. 
 
    Drake wore his usual charcoal suit.  I think he had one for every day of the week.  This one was set off by an open pale lavender shirt, no tie.  His eyes were the same golden jewel tone as those of the rest of the Imperial dragon family.  His clean-shaven face showed only lines of mild aging.  His short, bristly, iron gray hair gave him a martial feel that wasn’t far from the truth, though he could well-act the diplomat when needed.  His skills in that area were one of the reasons I’d asked him here.  That Kinsey would come as well, dragging the Old Man along, surprised me. 
 
    The door opened and Zero-T entered in his chocolate brown suit with the gold pinstripes.  The hat he’d worn this morning was gone.  His silver-and-blue scaled demon face hid as always behind a magic ceramic-mask that had the magical flexibility of real flesh.  With their heightened sense of smell, Gemma and her people were not going to buy the human appearance.  But then, they already knew what we were. 
 
    I looked at my watch.  They still had a few minutes before they’d be technically late.  Maybe Gemma, Queen of the Cats, thought it fashionable to be last to arrive. 
 
    Kat and Josh were late, too.  They were the last of our party and the ones I expected to carry the most weight with Gemma today.  The door opened and Kat came in, still in her trademark black leggings and over-sized pastel pink top.  Her black hair had been lowered, no longer in a pony-tail.  She’d made herself slightly unready for combat to send a message of peaceful intentions.  Smart.  Of course, with the ever-huge Josh beside her, she knew no one was stupid enough to go for her.  Even if he didn’t smell of lion and tiger, his seamed, leathery face bore an expression of dangerous confidence that said: Don’t-piss-me-off.  They took the other end of the table, sitting, holding hands. 
 
      I knew why Imari wasn’t here.  She’d be meeting Gemma in the lobby to guide her here, while getting a read on her and her people.  I expected Gemma to come with a sizable entourage.  Our security had already informed us that a half-dozen toms had infiltrated from several entrances, and were wandering around the hotel and ground floor shops, ready if called in by Gemma. 
 
    It was expected.  She ran the Southwest prides.  That job required not only strength, but intelligence. 
 
    My phone played Imari’s ringtone.  “Yeah?” I answered.   
 
    “Gemma is out front with six of her people—and Colt.  We’ll be there soon.”  She cut the connection. 
 
    I put my phone away.  “Show time, people.  Let’s all smile and act friendly until given a reason not to be.” 
 
    The Old Man leaned into me, using a soft voice.  “By the way, where’s my grandson?  I haven’t seen Colt in a while.” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow at him.  “You’ve been playing house, remember.  You stuck Imari with him.”  I didn’t bother to mention I’d given him away to Gemma for the night.  Why burden people with knowledge they’d only criticize you over? 
 
    The old man flushed a deeper shade of blue.  “We had things we needed to work out.  An adversarial marriage just isn’t worth it.  I’d kill the dragon emperor myself before I’d let him force us into such a situation.” 
 
    Kinsey’s expression went into high-alarm mode as she heard that.  Her face shifted into thoughtful consideration.  The Old Man was the demon that had sunk Atlantis.  He was that old.  And powerful.  And had been increasing his power all these ages.  If anyone could stand up to Kur—and kick his ass—my money was on the Old Man. 
 
    Soon, the door swung inward, admitting Colt.  His face brightened seeing me and the Old Man.  He ran over, still wearing his skull-fronted hoodie.  His dark hair looked like he’d finger-combed it this morning.  His red-copper eyes were bright, like his smile.  “Hey, Dad, Grandpa, we went to Pancake Villa for breakfast.  I had blueberry pancakes.”  He hugged me, tight.  I returned the gesture without thinking about it, having gotten used to having a son from the future, a son who wasn’t yet born.  He went on to hung his grandpa.  Then Kinsey.  “Hi, Grandma.”  He climbed into her lap and made himself comfortable.   
 
    Kinsey went red-faced.  Her eyes were wide with panic. 
 
    I smiled at her discomfort, but felt an inward amazement.  “Colt, you mean she and the Old Man are still together nine years from now?” 
 
    He looked back at me, puzzled.  “Sure, why not?” 
 
    Kinsey stared daggers at me.  “Yeah, why not?” 
 
    “No reason.”   
 
    I looked away from her, my gaze drawn to the group that slowly filed in past our guards.  It was Gemma, the two were-cat guards I’d met yesterday, and two more men.  Through the open door, I saw she’d left two of her people out in the hallway.  Gemma wore a lapis lazuli and silver necklace over a black pants suit.  Silver ankhs dangled from her ears.  None of her people appeared to be armed, but my inner dragon’s sense of magic spiked big time.  She and her people were packing potent magical charms.  She led her four guards to the open side of the table, taking seats opposite Kinsey, Colt, and Uncle Drake.  Her guys sniffed, mouths parted as if tasting the air for additional information.   
 
    Imari came in and stood with our demon guards, just inside the door.  I stood.  The Old Man stayed seated, signaling it was all my show.  I stared at Gemma and her people.  “No matter what is decided, you came in peace, you will be allowed to leave without interference from my people.  I give you the word of a hub lord.” 
 
    Gemma flowed gracefully to her feet and offered me a slight bow.  “I, of course, value the promise of a demon lord.” 
 
    Colt glared at her.  “Gemma, my dad wouldn’t lie to you.” 
 
    I had to be honest.  “Yes, I would, but I’m not doing so now.  You belong to my son.  I won’t touch what is his.” 
 
    Colt shot me a pleased look. 
 
    One of the were-cat males made a disparaging sound.   
 
    Colt’s smile died.  He looked at the were-cat guard.  “If you weren’t under the flag of truce, you’d be feeding your soul to my demon sword for that insult.” 
 
    The Old Man whispered to me.  “He carries himself well.” 
 
    I nodded.  The future me must be doing something right. 
 
    Gemma looked at Colt.  “My apology for any offense we’ve given.  You have my full faith.” 
 
    He brightened again.  “Yeah?  Well, fine.  We’ll let it go.” 
 
    I looked at my were-kitties.  “Cleo?” 
 
    She stood.  Dani and Teri joined her.  They angled toward Gemma and bowed their heads in submission, not meeting her eyes.  Cleo said, “Queen Gemma, Voice of Bastet, leader of the clans, we greet you with respect and ask your forbearance as we abide for a time in your shadow.” 
 
    Gemma studied them.  “Well said.  I receive you in my presence, and offer you a place among your own kind.” 
 
    The were-kitties exchanged glances.  Teri said, “We are honored, but enjoy the place we have here, among friends.” 
 
    The male that had made the ugly sound earlier jumped to his feet.  “Your place is with us.  You will come with us.” 
 
    I looked at Gemma and lifted an eyebrow.  “I thought you were in charge.” 
 
    “I am.  My son forgets himself.”  She gave him a cold-eyed stare.   
 
    He reddened in the face, clenching his teeth as he sat down at once.   
 
    Gemma looked at the were-kitties. “I can see why you might be uncomfortable since you don’t know us.  My offer remains open.  Come and go, get to know us better.  Perhaps later you will reconsider.  Cleo, my people will no longer bother you or your family.  I force no one’s oath from them.” 
 
    Sitting back down, Teri and Dani visibly relaxed.  Cleo sat as well, but her hands stayed clenched in her lap, her face angled down at the tabletop.  Something was still very wrong with her, but this wasn’t the moment to go into it. 
 
    Gemma sat.  “I will ask that you identify the rogues that turned you into shifters.  If it was against your wills, it is a capital offense.” 
 
    Teri cleared her throat.  “Dani and I were born in L.A. and have lived there all our lives.  We were turned by the same rogue tom.  He used to keep us caged, and enjoyed brutalizing us, until a slayer found us and saved us, killing him.  As a woman, the slayer…”  
 
    “Vivian,” Dani said. 
 
    “…had compassion and didn’t kill us as well,” Teri said. 
 
    Vivian saved them?  And this is the first I’m hearing of it…? 
 
    “So, justice has been served.”  Gemma looked at Cleo.  “And what about your attacker?” 
 
    Cleo’s voice trembled.  She looked at me.  “I don’t want to say.” 
 
    “Why not?” I asked. 
 
    She looked across the table, past Gemma to her son. 
 
    A blaze of insight lit up my brain.  I stared at the guy, too.  His face draining of blood, fear darkening his eyes.  He looked tense, like he needed to run. 
 
    I said, “You’re the guy?  Jamison?” 
 
    He slapped the table with a palm.  “What?  Me?  No.  Don’t be ridiculous.  I’d never…!” 
 
    “Yes,” Cleo whispered.  “The Queen’s son.  It’s why I ran off to L.A, leaving my mother behind.  I knew no one would take my word over his.” 
 
    “You’re a liar,” Jamison yelled.  “I’ve never seen you in my life.” 
 
    “I’m the liar?”  Cleo stood, leaning on the table, trembling, but with anger now.  Her hands became claws.  Her tail lashed furiously.  Her ears folded back and lay flat to her head.  She’d gone spitting mad, just without the spit.  “Then how do I know you’ve got a scar on your left side made by an old barb-wire fence?” 
 
    “It just means you did your research on me.  A lot of people know about my scar.  It was in my school records.”  Jamison turned to his mom.  “You can’t believe her.  This is a set-up.  You know me.  The demons are just trying to stir up trouble.” 
 
    “Cleo, sit down,” I said. 
 
    She did. 
 
    I looked at Gemma.  “There are easy ways to bring out the truth, to see who’s lying.  You’re a magic-user.  Don’t you have a compulsion spell you can use on these two?” 
 
    “Compulsion?”  She met my eyes.  Her own were shadowed by fear.  Part of her wasn’t surprised by the accusations.  She might have heard whispers for years, disregarding them, giving Jamison the benefit of the doubt.  “On my own son?”  
 
    I shrugged.  “If it will prove his innocence, why not?  No one can say his own mother is out to get him.  I know you’d doubt anyone I’d bring in to do the test.” 
 
    Gemma drew a deep breath.  “I won’t do it.  Somehow, the answer will be rigged.” 
 
    Josh stood.  “I smell your fear for your child.  I smell his guilt.  I hear the lies in his voice, as the rest of shifters in this room do.  If you haven’t the strength to judge him, I will.” 
 
    Gemma hissed at him.  “Who are you to challenge me?” 
 
    Kat stood beside him, still holding his hand.  She said, “We rule the Sacramento pride.  I am the mistress of the territory.  Joshua is my mate and my champion.  You will compel the truth from your son, or we will invoke the ancient law that lets us challenge your position as the Voice of Bastet.  She will never allow a liar to speak for her, and in this case, silence is a lie.” 
 
    “We have the protection of the truce here,” Gemma said.  “You can’t do anything.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Oh, did I forget to mention that they are not part of my clan, and can pretty much do what they want?” 
 
    Colt joined the rest of those standing.  He turned sad eyes on Gemma.  “If your son hurt Aunt Cleo, and others, you have to do the right thing.” 
 
    Cleo cleared her voice.  “As the victim, I’m willing to accept castration instead of death.  That will send just as strong a message.” 
 
    There was a long silence.  Finally, Gemma said.  “I’ll use the spell.” 
 
    Jamison broke for the door. 
 
    “Let him go,” I called to the guards. 
 
    He got out the door, bursting past his own people, and kept going. 
 
    I said, “He knew you’d discover his guilt.  He’s convicted himself by running.” 
 
    Gemma looked older than when she’d entered the room.  She signaled to her people.  “Go after him.  See that the castration is carried out.”  They ran out, obeying their queen.  She turned to Cleo.  “I thank you for your mercy.” 
 
    Cleo said, “I’m sorry for your pain.” 
 
    “I have to go,” Gemma climbed to her feet.  “We’ll speak of hunting the monster…later.” 
 
    Kat said, “We withdraw our challenge.” 
 
    Gemma ignored them, moving like someone entranced toward the door.   
 
    Colt came running around the table, intending to catch up with her. 
 
    I caught him.  “No.  Let her go.” 
 
   
  
 

 There were tears in his eyes.  “But she’s hurting.” 
 
    “Pain is life.  It’s how we know we’re alive.”  I held him with my stare.  “She needs some time alone.  You want to help her, let her deal with her pain her own way.” 
 
    He turned and watched her enter the hall.  “Will she still be friends with us?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “I don’t know.” 
 
    “She made me a grilled cheese last night.  Two kinds of cheese and smoked ham.  It was good.” 
 
    I sighed.  “I feel your pain.” 
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    “Families are necessary injuries 
 
    that we inflict upon ourselves.” 
 
      
 
                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I looked at Cleo.  “Why don’t you and Solstice get on with that little job I gave you.  It will take your mind off things.” 
 
    “What if that monster shows up?” Cleo asked. 
 
    “Take Josh and Kat with you.  He needs a new area rug for his man-cave.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Kat asked. 
 
    “I’m going up to the roof so I can change and fly out there.  I’ll be your aerial support.” 
 
    “You’re doing a partial change, or going as a dragon?” the Old Man asked. 
 
    “Full change.  I’ll stay high enough in the air, in the sun, so I won’t be noticed.”  I settled an arm on Colt’s shoulders.  “Want to fly along?  You can play bait on the ground with the rest.”  Since he could throw lightning in his human form, or—unlike me—go full dragon instantaneously, I didn’t worry much he’d get hurt. 
 
    His face brightened.  “That would be awesome!” 
 
    I didn’t want him disappointed if things didn’t work out.  “There’s no guarantee the demon-sloth will come out to play, but if he does—” 
 
    “We’ll be ready!”  I saw some of his mother in Colt’s predatory smile.  It eased my mind even more about taking him. 
 
    Two dragons, a were-liger, a combat-trained pixie, a teen witch, and two were-cat ladies: I felt sorry for the demon-sloth. 
 
    As the meeting broke up, I dragged Colt out of the room.  We made our way to an area of roof with a lot of air-conditioning equipment.  Off to the side, yellow lines on the concrete designated a place for helicopters to land.  I think the helipad was left over from a previous owner.  No chopper sat there now. 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    “Camera, Dad.”  Colt pointed at a wall mounted unit.  “We don’t want to get on the evening news.” 
 
    “Weather’s changing,” I said.  “Seems like we’re due some copper lightning, wouldn’t you say.” 
 
    Colt grinned.   
 
    Children are amused so easily.  I think I’m getting the hang of this fatherhood thing. 
 
    He walked under the camera where it couldn’t pick him up and zapped it.  Camera pieces flew.  Copper jags grounded themselves on the booth that capped the stairs.  We went to the helipad and stood with the markings between us.  I began to shed my clothes. 
 
    Colt stared.  “Uh, Dad, what are you doing?” 
 
    “Unlike pureblood dragons, I can’t do an instant change, not full body.  And my clothes don’t magically go away, only to appear later when I need them.  It’s a bit of a bother, having other dragons laugh at you because of it.” 
 
    I don’t know why I told him this.  Sharing my old pain freely wasn’t something I commonly did.  Not manly. 
 
    “It’s okay, Dad.  Mom says you make a very handsome dragon.” 
 
    “She’d know.  I’m going to need about five minutes.  It does get easier and faster the more I do it, though never less messy.  I hope you’re not bothered by excessive blood.” 
 
    He shot me a scornful glance, as if to remind me of his parentage. 
 
    I said, “Never mind.” 
 
    “Give me your clothes, Dad, and I’ll make sure you get them later when you need them.” 
 
    “Thanks.  That’s a big help.  You don’t know the number of times I’ve had to run around naked, ducking the cops after a change back to human form.” 
 
    Clothes folded, in hand, shoes on top, I walked them over to Colt.  He took them out of my hands—and made them vanish into thin air. 
 
    Something occurred to me.  “You’re from nine years in the future, and you’ve never seen me change?” 
 
    “Mom’s kept me on the Red Moon, out of all the exciting stuff.  She only just said I could attend school on the Dragon World with Julia because Grandfather Kur made such a stink about how his people needed to see his royal heir, and get used to the idea.” 
 
    “You’re his heir?  What happened to you being my heir?” 
 
    “Well, I’m not supposed to say anything to destabilize the temporal multi-verse, but…”  He waited to see if I’d stop him. 
 
    Fuck time.   
 
    “Go on,” I said. 
 
    He shrugged.  “In the future, you give up your claim to the Dragon Throne so I can have it.  You’re the official Regent though, until I come of age in dragon years.  It’s how we stopped a war.” 
 
    “I’m amazed I could be that unselfish.  It’s not like me.” 
 
    “You changed after…”  He bit off his sentence, saying more than he’d planned. 
 
    “After what?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I really can’t tell you that one.  You made me promise.  Uh, Dad?” 
 
    “Yeah?  Do you have to stand so close to me?  You’re naked, remember?” 
 
    He went red-faced, embarrassed.  I showed him my fine, manly ass by walking away.  Kids.  You could tell he wasn’t raised among shifters. 
 
    “Okay.  Time to get this change on.  Try not to get too grossed out.” 
 
    A wave of jaundice spread over my skin.  Ridges formed on thickening, itchy skin.  Patches of scales appeared.  Sweat trickled down my body.  Internal organs began to mutate as my biology went crazy.  Things slithered around to new places inside me.  It felt weird.  Every time.  Nerves screamed in protest, but pain and I were old friends.  I quietly endured the torment.   
 
    Hunger set in as my cells went into a frenzy of growth.  Time drew out, dragging its ass.  I sank to my knees, trembling, muscles jumping, burning, bones melting, shifting into new alignments.  Over the next few minutes, the roof became smaller.  
 
    Watching me with avid interest, Colt dwindled to the size of a chimp.  
 
    No, I’ve gotten bigger.  
 
    Some nearby pigeons warbled in fear, beating their wings frantically as they fluttered into the sky—which was a shame because I could have eaten them all and a few hundred more.   As I balanced on all fours, my vertebra increased, lengthening my neck and torso while filling out a new tail that burst off of my tailbone in an orgy of growth.  My lashing tail grew a scimitar of bone at its tip that whistled in the air.   
 
    My skin became a golden mesh of hard scales.  My claw-tips were black.  I turned my very long neck to stare at myself.  Bone spurs jutted from my heels.  Wing-bone spars spiked off my shoulder blades.   These` spars sprouted secondary ribbing that filled in with a tough, living membrane.  The skin and muscles of my back were torn by the sprouting wings.  Blood ran down my back.  The iron scent of my own blood made me even hungrier.  Newly grown muscles, tendons, veins, and arteries filled in the wounds.   
 
    Fresh scales grew over the wing membranes, adding extra protection.  Lips writhed back from new teeth while my face produced a snout.  My tongue fluttered out, tasting the air for scents.  A new taste came up my throat: burning copper, the lightning within me that wanted out to savage the world.   
 
    My inner dragon persona crowded me out.  I became the passenger in his head for a change, watching the world through gold-and-black dragon eyes.  I lifted my head and roared.  The sound echoed out over the street.  On other buildings, pigeons exploded into the sky, seeking escape.   
 
    And people say pigeons are dumb. 
 
    I swung my long neck, bringing my head toward Colt.  A red-copper light splashed out of his chest, washing him out.  The glow swelled and took on a dragon shape, one two-thirds my size.  The glow dimmed, revealing a yellow dragon with a red flame pattern of scales on his sides.  New wings swept upward, fanning out.  Heat rolled off him as if the red flames were real.  Little winding jags of red-copper lightning slithered down his four legs, grounding out.  The air smelled scorched. 
 
    He’d done in a moment what I’d labored painfully over.  I didn’t resent him for that ease.  Much. 
 
    I asked: Ready to go? 
 
    Sure. 
 
    I beat my wings as I ran to the edge of the building and leaped out into space.  I fell, swooped, and caught an updraft between buildings that I rode into the desert sky.  A few moments later, giving me a lot of space, Colt appeared at my left side.   
 
    I wasn’t sure of his endurance in dragon form.  I told him: If you get tired on the way, let me know.  We can always take a rest. 
 
    Sure. 
 
    The city shrank under us.  I used the highways as a guide and we followed the same course the others were going to have to drive.  My inner dragon, now the outer dragon, shared with me his exuberance at flight.  He missed this most of all, being cooped up in a mere human, left to sleep so much of his life away. 
 
    Could have been worse.  You could have been born a hobbit with hairy toes. 
 
    Colt said: You talking to me, Dad? 
 
    Myself, actually.  Sometimes I do that for intelligent conversation. 
 
    He nodded his golden dragon head.  Yeah, me, too.  The Red Moon can be really boring with only Mom and me there.  The gargoyle guards are cool and all, but they don’t say much. 
 
    As we sailed across the sky, I thought about the loneness, the isolation of the Red Moon.  Of that place becoming the definition of normal for a young growing mind.  Selene would have had him with her in the dungeons while she worked, keeping an eye on him, letting him get an eyeful of her various experiments in monster making.  He’d have run alone through the shadowed stretches of the great fortress, feet loud, nothing else disturbing the silence.  Windows and balconies would have given him grim, dusty landscapes with only a harsh beauty.   
 
    No wonder he taught himself how to escape the boundaries of time and space. 
 
    The work of flying took little thought since my other personality handled that.  Often, I knew what my muscles were doing only as the motion progressed.  I caught winds and rode them higher, trying to glide on thermals as much as possible to conserve my strength.  Following my course made it easy on Colt, too. 
 
    Following me in life was going to be a different matter. 
 
    Colt, I’m sorry. 
 
    Why, Dad. 
 
    I’m not sorry you’re alive, but I am sorry that being my son will bring you a harder life than you deserve.  The politics alone of who I am, and who I will be…  The enemies that will always hate us and want to destroy us…  You didn’t ask for any of it. 
 
    Now you’re sounding like the YOU nine years from now.  I like the you here much better.  We have more fun, and you let me take more chances.  Besides, it hasn’t been that bad.  In fact, since Julia started to live with us… 
 
    He stopped dead.  I wondered if he’d really let that slip, or was just teasing me with tidbits of the future. 
 
    Red gave up his apprentice? 
 
    Julia never liked the needles and blood part of the tattoo business.  She wants to major in finance and one day run all the family businesses.   
 
    That’s a lot to manage.  I have holdings in Fairy, on Earth, and a few side deals going on in assorted hell-dimensions all the time.  And then there’s the Clan business to be managed. 
 
    That’s why she says you need her. 
 
    What do you think of your sister?  For some reason, I had a problem seeing them together.  Maybe because I had no memories of the younger Colt which the future Julia would have grown up with.  He would have been her much younger brother, someone to cuddle and to boss around. 
 
    Colt took his time answering.  I didn’t push him.  He’d tell me, or he wouldn’t. 
 
    He said: She’s a pain in the ass and I love her. 
 
    I laughed, the sound coming out of my dragon throat as a growly calliope croon. 
 
    Colt asked: What’s so funny? 
 
    It seems like I’ve given you a normal family after all. 
 
    Hey, Dad, look!  Wild burros.  He tipped a wing down to punctuate his observation.   
 
    I looked where he indicated.  There was a string of six burros crossing the highway, one of them a brown-and-white mottled colt.  The rest were brown, gray, and black, all with white around their eyes and on the bridges of their noses.  Eyes were black and their oval.  Their ears were shaggy inside.    
 
    Kinda cute, he said. 
 
    My stomach rumbled, reminding me I needed to fuel this big engine of destruction I’d become.  Let’s go.  I angled down, furling my wings as I dived. 
 
    Dad!  He followed me down.  What are you doing? 
 
    Here’s a life lesson for you, son.  Dragons can’t afford to think of anything as cute.  You never know what you may need to eat one day. 
 
    Eat! 
 
    The time for words was over.  My dragon self fell like a stone, back-winging just enough to cushion my landing on two of the animals.  They shrieked and died as my talons gripped them.  My weight crushed them to the ground.  My tail thumped the earth heavily.  My neck lashed and my jaws caught a third burro, ending her life.  I made a point of sparing the baby burro.  The survivors hightailed it, hauling ass.  Pun intended. 
 
    Wild burros eat mostly grass, little fruit, so they’re meat is bitter.  Still the blood alone proved a hot savory treat.  I guzzled greedily. 
 
    Colt landed next to me.  He watched me tear, rend, and eat.   
 
    Not going to join in? I asked. 
 
    I’m saving my appetite for the monster. 
 
    Suite yourself. 
 
    Sometimes, I hate you. 
 
    As well you should.   
 
    I thought of the years of hell the Old Man had put me through.  I’d hated him, too.  Until I saw how the lessons eventually did pay off.   
 
    Colt, I can’t let that stop me from training you for life.  It’s what a father does. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
         
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    “Rationality is the death of magic.” 
 
      
 
                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Hunger appeased, I hung in the sky above the property, balancing on the wind, riding thermals.   I’d needed the burros for fuel to wait out the monster’s return.   My dragon vision easily clarified those far below me.  Colt was on the ground, back in human form.  Josh and Kat stayed near him.  I don’t think they understood that their hovering protected them more than Colt.  He could walk through a zombie apocalypse and barely notice. 
 
    Glug and Kiiln were ambling around the damaged foundation of what had once been a house in construction.  I made a mental note to have something purchased and moved onto the property for Cleo’s mom.  Without power and water, she was going to need a water tank and a solar generator, too.   
 
    Cleo would be ever so grateful.  I looked forward to that. 
 
    Standing further off in a clearing among the yucca, Solstice, Cleo, and Silverwynd formed a loose triangle, each of them a point. It didn’t look like they were quite ready to cast the divination spell.  Nor did the demon-sloth seem to be anywhere around, but looks can deceive.   
 
    Since my inner dragon was now my outer dragon, and he operated our transformed body without input from me, I decided to do a little magic of my own.  I isolated my senses from the impulses of my dragon body, finding an inner darkness to haunt.  There, my thoughts created a pool of golden light from my dragon magic.  In the light, I shaped lines of shadow into a tattoo pattern I’d once worn on my human body: my bi-location spell.   
 
    Once I had the pattern, I let the golden light charge it.  The pattern activated.  An image of my Villager form solidified around my thoughts.  Inside the new body, I drifted in my dragon’s inner darkness, a phantom.   
 
    My dragon’s thought broke over me like a dark wave.  What are you doing? 
 
    I’m leaving the show up here to you, while I go down there for a ringside seat. 
 
    You can do that? 
 
    This is the first time I’ve used the spell in dragon form, but that should just make it easier. 
 
    Well, have fun. 
 
    Always. 
 
    Souls are vehicles of thought, propelled by thought.  A desire for motion becomes reality.  I visualized down, imagining the mild sensation of a downward drift, and I found my ghost-self separating from my dragon body, descending to the desert below.   I no longer saw with eyes, not having any, but with my mind.  What I focused on was clear while the peripheral world went blurry, then dark.  It was like looking through a magic portal from the inside of a cave.    
 
    A shimmering gold cord of dragon magic connected us.  This spell didn’t usually produce that effect, but then again, my Villager soul and dragon soul were completely separated now, a first-time event—that had to explain it.   
 
    I flipped my ghost self over, swooping headfirst toward Colt.  Pulling up in front of him, I waved.  I didn’t know if he could see me; Kat and Josh gave no sign they could. 
 
    Colt took a step closer to me.  His gaze went in, and through me, but the skin furrowed between his eyes.  His lips moved.  I heard only silence, but his thoughts came through: Dad, is that you? 
 
    Yep.  I’m using my bi-location spell.  Cool, huh? 
 
    Isn’t that risky? 
 
    I seem to be pretty stable. 
 
    He stopped moving his lips, answering with thoughts alone.  That’s not what I mean.  Your dragon is out, and you are out of your dragon.  What if he decides not to let you back in? 
 
    Why would he do that? 
 
    He’d be the one in charge.  He could stay dragon all the time.  And you can be a pain in the, uh, neck.  Does he even like you? 
 
    Of course!  What’s not to like? 
 
    He gave me a silent stare.   
 
    I hated to think he might have a point.  I shrugged.  It should be okay for now.  He hasn’t prepared for our double souls’ separation any more than I have.   
 
    But both souls were still tied together.  Good sign, right? 
 
    If you say so.  He scooped up a mini-chunk of granite with a yellow glitter of iron pyrite in it.  He turned it over in his hand as his hair whipped wildly.  Hey, does the wind always blow this hard out here?  
 
    He walked up on Cleo.  I drifted along, not paying much attention to where I was floating.  His lips moved as he faced her.  Turning to him, she answered.  I didn’t know what they’d said.  I could have read lips, but it seemed too much of a bother. 
 
    Silverwynd gave up her perch on Solstice Truth to ride Cleo’s shoulder.  The pixie landed and hung onto strands of Cleo’s hair.  Silverwynd stared straight at me and waved.   
 
    Okay, one more person present who can see me.   
 
    For that matter, the witch probably could, too, if she weren’t preoccupied rubbing a finger-length of rough quartz in her hands.  The stone was milk white on one end, and clear crystal at the other.  Solstice’s eyes were closed.  She seemed to be chanting to her crystal, maybe giving it encouragement. 
 
    I really hope I get my money’s worth. 
 
    After a minute, I noticed that the crystal had a soft blue glow about it.  Solstice opened her eyes and they matched.  The witch-fire of the stone concentrated in the clear point.  She aimed the stone like a gun, holding it in a two-handed grip, bracing against recoil. 
 
    A little melodramatic, don’t you think. 
 
    Colt looked at me and pursed his lips.  Ssshhhh! 
 
    Well, I guess I’ve been told. 
 
    Kat and Josh wandered up to watch.  Glug and Kiiln also joined the show.  I think they’d already walked the perimeter of the property, looking for fresh tracks.  Their lack of wariness told me they hadn’t found anything.   
 
    Maybe the demon-sloth is taking the day off. 
 
    The blue light hid the crystal’s point.  A fist-sized ball detached at high speed, as Solstice’s gun actually fired.  The mini-Will-of-the-Wisp ripped through the air, flying an ever-expanding spiral while Solstice stood waiting at its heart.   
 
    Wings glittering in the sun, Silverwynd gave chase, eager to see where the light went and what turned up.  I felt interest as well, spinning in place to keep the curving light-ball in view.  It stayed roughly five and a half feet off the ground, trailing a frizzy three-foot tail like a comet.  The ball made one-and-a-half orbits only to break off and shoot out of sight down into a wash.   
 
    Driven by desire, I exploded toward the landing point.  The world blurred.  Gotta see this! 
 
    Silverwynd shot down into the wash, beating me there.  Everyone else was left behind where I couldn’t see.  I easily imagined them running hard after me.   
 
    Nothing like treasure to get the heart pounding. 
 
    A fountain of dirt exploded out of the wash.  A dark, fuzzy shape loomed in the murk, rearing on hind legs, standing twenty feet high.  It strongly resembled pictures I’d seen online of the South American Megatherium, which was supposed to have died off ages ago.  Apparently, nobody had told the Meg-ah-fuckin’-fee-ree-um.  It opened its pointy snout and screamed in rage, a sound I couldn’t hear.  It waved god-awful claws in the air, as if I weren’t already impressed.  Its eyes were crimson coals, promising pain and death. 
 
    And there, half-imbedded in its chest was the little blue ball of light.  Solstice’s divination spell had turned up a hiding monster.  The question on my mind was: Where’s its partner, the one who drives the Jeep? 
 
    Silverwynd whipped out of the dust cloud, streaking past me on the way to anywhere else.  I didn’t blame the tiny pixie; this was way above her weight class.  She and Solstice both needed to sit this one out.  I couldn’t count on Josh immediately.  He’d need a little time to shapeshift into liger form.  I just hoped Cleo and Kat had enough sense to hang back as well.  The first engagement was definitely a job for my dragon self. 
 
    I saw Glug and Kiiln keeping low, circling at a distance to hit it from behind with their demon magic. 
 
    Try not to get killed, boys. 
 
    Streamers of copper-red lightning jazzed past my head.  The bolts hit and webbed the monster sloth, starting multiple fires in its fur.  Silent to me, it screamed, spinning away, falling into the loose dirt of the wash, wallowing to extinguish the fire. 
 
    Colt came up beside me, showing me a wide grin.  Did you see that? 
 
    Hard not to, I said, but it’s not dead yet.  Be careful. 
 
    I noticed the silver soul-cord between me and my dragon body was very lax, a lot of it whipping intangibly about.  I looked up.  And there I was, a runt of a golden dragon, merely the size of a school bus, diving out of the sky with murderous intent.  My dragon maw opened wide, baring white teeth in a savage display.  I was probably roaring as well, but in astral form, I couldn’t hear the sound.  It was interesting to watch myself battle from a distance, a totally new perspective. 
 
    I am one handsome dragon. 
 
    From my open mouth, golden lightning belched forth, smashing the monster backwards, blasting the dirt at its feet, putting more dust in the air.  The sloth shambled away, not at all living up to its reputation for slowness.  It hauled ass as my golden dragon body pulled out of the dive, wisely returning to the sky.  The dragon could have over-powered it on the ground, but those freaky sloth claws!  It was going to deal out real damage before it went down.  It needed to be softened up a little more first. 
 
    Behind the sloth, a thin cloud of water vapor formed.  There just wasn’t a lot of free water in the air to manipulate.  Glug tried hiding himself and Kiiln, getting ready to attack, but was all too obvious where they were in the hot mist.  Kiiln gestured with his hands, calling on his fire magic.  Twin streams of napalm sprayed out of the watery veil.  The sloth moved a lot faster than seemed right to me, dancing aside, avoiding damage.   
 
    The fire clung to the ground in the wash.  Two big bonfires raged.  Fortunately, I didn’t think they’d spread far, not over this kind of terrain. 
 
    Colt fired off a couple more of his red-copper lightning jags.  And also missed as the agile monster lurched evasively, running full out for the dirt road, using brush for cover.  It really did know this area well.  Colt had plenty of power, but lacked precision.  He hadn’t the benefit of Julia’s many hours of plinking rats in the L.A. landfills with me.   
 
    We’ll have to work on that. 
 
    A giant white jungle cat with pale gold stripes leaped past me, flinging itself into the wash, chasing after the demon-sloth.  Out of the vapor screen now, Glug and Kiiln held back from attacking since Josh was in the way.   
 
    He really wants that rug. 
 
    Kat followed, but gave Josh plenty of room. 
 
    Colt enveloped himself in a geyser of red-copper light that lasted a moment, then died.  Where he’d been, another dragon stood, fanning gold wings, red stripes on his sides, gold everywhere else.  He beat his wings furiously to get his heavy mass off the ground. 
 
    I mentally yelled after him: Don’t get reckless.  Our numbers are working against us. 
 
    His only response was a flick of his tail. 
 
    I figured it was time for me to get into the fight as well.  I willed the gold magic tie between me and my dragon to contract, reeling me into the air.  My dragon body had climbed high, wanting gravity-assist in his next speed dive.  I flew to intercept him, wanting back inside.   
 
    Without slowing, he flew into me.  Reflexively, I braced for impact but there wasn’t one.  I simply opened my eyes on the dragon’s inner darkness, haunting a back corner of his mind once more as the spell pattern I’d formed fizzled out.   
 
    Sensory input reached me through my dragon body: wind in my wings, flowing along my length, the sound of its rush, the sun-bleached colors of the desert as my eyes scanned for the demon-sloth, the taste of copper-rage on my tongue.  The rage cooled as I realized the sloth was face down, flat to the ground—unnaturally so.   
 
    The liger had abandoned the monster to go running down the rutted dirt road.  Ahead of him, I saw why—the Jeep I’d wondered about earlier.  The monster’s partner had been here and was making an escape.   
 
    Kat knelt by the monster sloth, poking it in time-honored tradition with a stick.  Colt ambled up to her, bending his long dragon’s neck for a close look over her shoulder.  I gave her credit; it didn’t freak her out. 
 
    Leaving the Jeep to Josh, I landed next to Colt.  I felt a wash of protectiveness from my dragon for the boy who was ours—and Selene’s.   
 
    I thought at first that the sloth had been smashed down so hard, it was embedded in the dirt.  As Kat picked up the edge of its skin, this proved not to be the case.   The monster had shed its skin, and everything else was gone.  Josh had his rug, ready to use. 
 
    Fuckin’ weird, I thought. 
 
    Colt turned his snout toward me.  Watch your language.  There’s a lady present.  He flashed teeth at me, a dragon’s grin. 
 
    Figuring the drama was over for now, that we needed to regroup and figure a few things out, I sent a thought to my dragon self: We’re done. 
 
    He said: That might be really true the next time you pull that bi-location spell out.  I think I’ve figured out how to use it to finally get rid of you.   
 
    There was an aura of humor around the thought, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t considering the benefits of what he’d suggested.  We dragons are pragmatic predators.  I made a mental note not to tempt him again with a similar situation. 
 
    Colt flashed red-copper.  The light dissipated, leaving him a human boy once more.  Glug and Kiiln stayed close to him, protecting my heir like good little demons. 
 
    I trotted off, wagging my tail, feeling pain set in as my own change began.  I sighed.  No instant change for me.  I went through the same hell as before, only in reverse order, going big to small, bleeding off mass as a thick, cloying fog.  Wings and tail unmade themselves, an event not unlike amputation as those divested parts of me rotted and magically decomposed.   
 
    Minutes later, I lay like roadkill, exhausted, naked, hurting, with every fading pain forever etched in memory—a dragon never forgets an injury, a grudge, or a single piece of treasure he’s ever held.  Tasting dust, I pushed myself off the ground, wavering on two feet.  It took a moment for the two-footed posture to feel right.   
 
    With his escort, Colt walked up to me and held out my clothes.  “Here.  You should get dressed.  There’s still a lady present.” 
 
    I didn’t argue.  Should Josh get back soon, and me a naked demon lord annoying his wife, it might take a lot to persuade him not to snap my neck like a chicken on the way to Sunday dinner.  My shoes went on last.  I pointed down at them.  “Would someone mind?  I might fall over if I bend to tie them.  That wouldn’t be cool.” 
 
    Glug said, “Not in my job description.” 
 
    Kiiln said, “I don’t do laces.  Mine are Velcro.” 
 
    Colt sighed, knelt, and tied them for me. 
 
    I smiled.  “And this is why you’re my favorite son.” 
 
    He stood up.  “I’m your only son—in this aspect of time.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said.  “But you’re my firstborn.”  I said it like it was really a big thing. 
 
    He flushed and smiled, looking away from me in embarrassment.  Maybe he didn’t hear things like that too often.   
 
    He’s not even born yet, and I’m already failing him.   
 
    Shoving it out of my mind, I tottered over to Kat.  She had the skin rolled up, ready for Josh to haul off, but I needed some answers first.  Silverwynd and Solstice joined us on the road.  I wondered how much of my dragon’s change the witch had seen.  From the way she hid behind Kat, a lot. 
 
    I stared at Solstice with my usual lack of compassion.  “I’m human now.  I’m not going to bite you.” 
 
    Solstice said, “I’m not too sure.  We didn’t find your magic item.  It’s not my fault.  I tried.  It’s just not here.” 
 
    I looked at the rug.  “Well, at least you turned up a consolation prize for us.  Have you taken a good look at the skin?  Can you tell me what we were dealing with?” 
 
    Solstice said, “You’re not going to like it.” 
 
    “I didn’t like it before,” I growled.  “Spill.” 
 
    “The skin is cured.  It’s been that way a long time, very old.  And it smells of certain exotic herbs…”  She paused for dramatic effect. 
 
    I resisted the impulse to just beat it out of her.  It would look bad in front of Colt, and Kat wouldn’t let me get away with it.  Probably not Cleo, either. 
 
    Solstice said, “The skin smells of dark magic.  Witchcraft.  I think what you fought was a skin-walker.  A native American witch that can become an animal by wearing its skin.  To get away, the witch left the skin, and took off with whoever was driving that jeep.” 
 
    Kat stared down the road that the Jeep—and Josh—had taken.  She said, “I’m not sure I want him to catch them.  Black magic can do some really awful things.” 
 
    “All magic can.  That’s what it’s good for.”  I stared down the road as well.  “I’m not sure we’re going to have a choice about facing them again.  We kicked ass and stole a magic skin.  Bad guys never let that kinda stuff go.” 
 
    “I’m not scared,” Colt said.  “Next time, I’ll win!” 
 
    We waited and Josh did eventually return, but without the bad guys.   
 
    “What happened?” I asked. 
 
    “They forced a Yugo off the road.  I stopped to help the driver and passengers, to make sure no one needed an ambulance.  By the time I finished, they’d gotten away.” 
 
    “Sneaky bastards, preying on your moral decency that way!”  There must have been too much admiration in my voice.  Kat gave me a funny look.   
 
    I said, “Next time, we will get them.” 
 
    Josh growled deep in his throat.   
 
    Kat hissed, “Oh, yessss!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWELVE 
 
      
 
    “Dangerous toys are essential in teaching caution.” 
 
      
 
                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Later that evening—after a power nap, shower, and sushi platter—I went looking for Colt. There was a showing at a nearby Casino of antique cars.  I thought we’d take it in.  Glug and Kiiln were off the clock.  The guards outside my door proved to be female this time, looking hot in their black suits and sunglasses.  The brunette smelled of gardenias and lavender.  She had a thin face with smoky-garnet lipstick.  I couldn’t help noticing she had her shirt opened to reveal a substantial amount of cleavage.  D-cup tits on her petite frame made her seem top-heavy, not that I minded the view.   
 
    As I closed my door behind me, she held out her hand to shake.  “I’m Leah, new to the Clan.  It’s an honor to serve you.”  She leaned in, gripping my hand like she was considering keeping it.  “Whatever I can do…” 
 
    A social climber.  I smiled.  “I’ll let you know.”   
 
    Managing to retrieve my hand with all fingers still attached, I shifted attention to the other girl.  She was ash-blonde with tanned skin, no lipstick, her shirt buttoned up tight with a mint-green tie.  Her jacket bulged exceptionally, doing nothing to hide a very large gun in a shoulder holster.  Compensation I think for her 29B-cup size.  She inclined her head formally.  “I am Jada, also new, a transfer from the Orleans Hub.”  She spoke formal English like it wasn’t her native tongue, with a lingering trace of accent I couldn’t quite place.  
 
    I nodded to return her greeting.  “What kind of gun are you packing?” 
 
    She opened her coat and drew the weapon to show me.  It had a rose-gold finish and a distinctive, roughly triangular barrel.  A Desert Eagle semi-automatic, loaded with .50 caliber bullets.  The weapon was one of the most powerful handguns in the world. I wanted to keep it, but handed it back since I didn’t want to see the girl cry.   
 
    I asked, “Isn’t the recoil a little hard on your wrists?”   
 
    She gave me a crooked smile.  “I can handle it.  My magical affinity lets me draw strength from the earth, as long as I’m not too high up in a building.  With my bare feet planted in soil, I can lift a car.” 
 
    “Good to know.”  I walked on.   
 
    The girls fell in behind me.  I wondered if the shift to female guards was Imari’s way of encouraging me not to slip my guards.  The First Sword could be devious at times, a fire demon after my own heart. 
 
    I went down to the Old Man’s suite, and found Colt standing out in the hall, as if he’d been left there in a time out.  I quirked an eyebrow at him.  “Some reason you’re not going in?” 
 
    He looked from the door to me.  “She’s in there.” 
 
    “Who?  Kinsey?” 
 
    “No, Julia.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    Colt frowned at me as if I’d said something stupid.  His hands were jammed in his hoodie pocket.  “This will be her first time seeing me, not the baby me that hasn’t been born yet.” 
 
    “Again, so?  What’s the problem?” 
 
    “It’s my chance to make a better first impression.  After I’m born, this me will still be in her mind.  I can change the way she sees me.  The way she treats me.” 
 
    “And exactly how does she see you?” 
 
    “Like a stupid younger brother who she needs to boss around all the time.” 
 
    I couldn’t help it.  I laughed at him. 
 
    He glared back.  “It’s not funny.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah, if I weren’t laughing so hard, I’d feel your pain.  You’re her younger brother in the future.  She will always have a fifteen-year head start from when you’re born.  With you coming back in time at age nine, she still has six years on you.  Being younger isn’t going to change.  And women are bossy by nature with the men in their lives.  It’s how they get pandered to.  You’d have to make a hell of a new first impression to change that.” 
 
    He drew his hands from his hoodie pocket and made a small throwing gesture, holding them in the air.  “Finally!  You see the problem.” 
 
    “Why do you care so much what she thinks of you?” I asked.  “If I concerned myself with other people’s feelings, I couldn’t be half the miscreant I am.  Too much empathy is a weakness.  Forget all that PC crap about playing well with others.  People exist to serve a demon lord, or to get stepped on.”  For conformation, I turned to Leah behind me.  “Right, beautiful?” 
 
    “Right,” she said. 
 
    “True enough,” Jada added. 
 
    I turned back to Colt.  “Once more, I am proved right.” 
 
    It’s good to be the boss. 
 
    He crossed his arms over his shallow chest.  “You’re not seeing the big picture.” 
 
    “So, what am I missing?” I asked. 
 
    “I like her, so I want her to like me.” 
 
    Jada leaned in and whispered in my ear.  “He means as in a romantic liaison.” 
 
    I looked at Jada and scowled.  “But she’s his sister.” 
 
    Colt scowled at all of us.  “She’s adopted.  That makes it all right.  We’re not blood related.” 
 
    I was rocked.  This, I had not foreseen.  Though, come to think of it, a boy growing up with a hot “not-really” sister probably would develop these kinds of feelings.  In hindsight, it looked both natural and inevitable.   
 
    The question is: what do I do about it?  I nodded to myself.  When in doubt, pass the buck. 
 
    I asked, “Have you mentioned any of this to your mother?” 
 
    “Mom says when I’m ready for a real relationship, she’ll build me the perfect woman in her lab, using some of her own DNA.  I’m almost positive she was joking.”  
 
    I remembered the giant mutant hell-beasts she’d magically gene-spliced to use against the Villager dimension.   
 
    Probably not.  Maybe I should handle this after all.   
 
    I put a hand on Colt’s shoulder.  “Look, one step at a time, and we’ll see how things go, right?” 
 
    Colt looked at me.  “You’re going to help me?  Do I have to pay you?” 
 
    “Well, in a perfect world…” 
 
    His eyes grew huge. 
 
    I relented, “Nah.  Look, it’s not up to you who gets her heart.  It’s her decision.  All you can do is show her you’re cool, and never let her know your heart is her chew toy.  Trust me, it will get mangled.” 
 
    “So, how do I show her I’m cool?” he asked. 
 
    “Show no interest in her at all.  Make her do the work of coming after you.  A girl gets a whiff of desperation on a guy; it’s the kiss of death.  Oh, and I would definitely not tell her you’ve already got a start on your harem.”   
 
    “He’s starting a harem?” Leah said. 
 
    “Well, he is my son,” I said.  “But it’s not what you think.” 
 
    “It’s not a pool of women to attend to his every need?” Jada asked. 
 
    “Okay, so it is what you think, but he’s nine.  His needs right now are anime, grilled cheese sandwiches, and collecting treasure—which is a holy quest for us dragon types.” 
 
    “Ah, I see what you mean,” Jada said. 
 
    “Does it pay good?” Leah said.  “I wouldn’t mind a little extra income.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said, “No salary.  Just occasional perks.  And the likelihood of getting caught up in danger is even higher than being demon clan security.” 
 
    “Never mind,” Leah said. 
 
     “Let’s get on with things.”  I knocked on the door.  We waited.  It opened.  Julia was there.  Her expression lit up.  She shrieked.  “Caine!  There you are.  Come in.” 
 
    Leah and Jada took up positions in the hall, to either side of the door.  Julia ignored them, grabbing my hand, pulling me inside.  She never gave Colt a second look.  He followed after me, closing the door. 
 
    “Where’s the Old Man?” I asked. 
 
    “He portalled back to L.A. for a minute.”  She led the way across a suite that was easily twice the size of mine.  The floors were hard wood, there was a dining room table I didn’t have, a full kitchen, and the color scheme used a palette of chocolate brown, burnt peach, and dusky mauve.  There was even a padded corner where some free weights had been brought in with a weight bench.  
 
    The big screen TV on the wall was connected to a game console on the floor, and a pair of controllers lay there, forsaken for the moment.  Somehow, I couldn’t see the Old Man playing Grand Theft Auto: Zombie Apocalypse with Julia.  I walked over to see the case on the floor.  Funbellina and Friends on the Magic Island of Rainbow’s End.  There was beach, surf, and gem-toned dolphins on the cover. 
 
    Lame.  All of Julia’s gun skills are going to waste. 
 
    I strolled to the couch and sat down.  Julia took the chair to my left.  Colt took the chair at my right, opposite Julia, but he stared at the coffee table, rather than her.  The coffee table caught my interest too.  There was a magic artifact sitting there, a ceramic feather painted white with its stem curving upward.  In the curve, rested the largest round-cut amethyst I’d ever seen.  It was about a third the size of my palm and had deep purple tones that suggested an African origin.  Such stones were believed to purify thought, and had been a favorite of ancient kings and queens.  The feather base reminded me of the feather of truth used for weighing souls by Osiris, Egyptian god of the dead. 
 
     In the back shadows of my mind, dragon scales slithered over each other.  A great head lifted and golden eyes opened.  My inner dragon used my eyes to take a good look at the relic.  His lustful interest was a warm wave radiating from my core. 
 
    Mine! 
 
    No, it’s the Old Man’s.  Can you tell what it does?  I could have invoked a spell to unravel the magic and define it, but it was simpler for my inner dragon to use his natural assaying power. 
 
    The dragon’s eyes narrowed.  It’s an interrogation tool.  There seems to be a compulsion spell involved.  When the jewel is awakened, only the truth can be spoken. 
 
    I considered.  There are ways to beat that.  The Fey cannot lie, but are skillful enough with words to utterly mislead.  This must have come to the Old Man’s mind after we discussed using a compulsion spell earlier today with the were-cats. 
 
    “You know what this is?” I asked the kids. 
 
    Colt gave a shrug, still playing the strong, silent broody type. 
 
    Julia said, “It makes you tell the truth.” 
 
    Colt shrugged again.  “It probably works fine on mere humans.” 
 
    Julia held her breath a moment.  I looked at her.  There was an angry fire in her eyes.  She was, after all, half-blood.  Part of her was mere human.   
 
    I winced in sympathy for Colt.  His first words, and he steps on a landmine. 
 
    The air in the middle of the suite flared with an ocean blue light that started as a star point, then swelled into a ten-foot disk.  The core of the light darkened, becoming a tunnel outside time and space.  The Old Man appeared, stepping out of the portal, a dusty old book in his pale blue hands.  It was black leather with gilt hieroglyphics on the cover.  Round reading glasses perched on his nose.  He looked up as the portal closed behind him.  He smiled.  “Caine, Colt, glad you could join us.” 
 
    “What in fudge’s name are you doing?” I asked. 
 
    I saw the calculation in his eyes as he decided that fudge wasn’t really a cuss word, so he couldn’t in fairness smack the back of my head for it with one of his magical, floating shadow hands.  I smiled, intended to frustrate him for quite a while with near misses. 
 
    Walking over to the coffee table, still holding the book up at chest level, he answered my question.  “Our discussion earlier with the cats got me thinking how something like this could be useful, so I dug it up out of the various treasures in my secret vault.  Then I had to go get the grimoire that contained the activating spell.” 
 
    “Show me how it works, Grandfather.”  Julia’s voice contained such concentrated sweetness, I knew she was up to something. 
 
    “That’s why I brought the book.”  The Old Man cleared his throat and spoke a form of high Egyptian older than the pyramids.  I didn’t quite follow all of it, but a word here and there told me he invoked the blessings of Osiris and forty-something other Judges of the Dead.  On the white feather, the amethyst brightened, its core turning lilac.  Beams of purple stabbed outward, fanning the air like a laser light show.   
 
    Discretion having saved me many times in the past, I stood and got clear of the relic, going to the bar.   
 
    When a man’s thirsty, he’s got to drink.   
 
    The light show ended, but the crystal still glowed.  The Old Man said, “The feather of truth is ready.” 
 
    “Good.  I’ve got a question.”  Julia looked straight at Colt.  “Why did you come here if all you’re going to do is stick your snobby nose in the air and look down on others?” 
 
    A half smile twitched his lips, which told me he didn’t believe Egyptian magic would work on a demigod.  Then, wide-eyed, he said: “Because I love you.”  Colt’s face turned the reddest I’d ever seen.   
 
    An explosion of red-copper light swallowed him, filling the room, fading.  And he was gone.  Maybe from the whole universe. 
 
    I walked back to the couch and sat down.  Sampling the bourbon, I sighed with pleasure.  Top drawer stuff. 
 
    Silent, the Old Man closed the book, his eyes on the empty space where Colt had been. 
 
    I took another sip and I slanted Julia a look.  “By the way, that’s your new brother Colt.  He worships the ground you walk on.  And I think you just dropkicked his heart.  Hey, want to go look at some antique cars with me?” 
 
    A sharp rap sounded from the door.  It opened.  Jada stuck her ash-blonde head into the room.  Her eyes were as hard as the Desert Eagle semi-automatic clenched in her fist.  “Stay here, my lords, my lady.  There’s trouble down the hall.  I will let you know when the situation has been handled.” 
 
    Julia stood, facing the door.  There was a star-struck expression on her face.  She spun toward me.  “What kind of gun was that!  I think I’m in love.”   
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    “You can keep your apology, and this bullet.” 
 
      
 
                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I called out, “Jada, my love, come in here and explain with a smidgeon more detail please.” 
 
    Her head retreated into the hall.  I heard a flurry of whispers. 
 
    Leah’s face appeared next.  She held onto the edge of the door.  “Imari said she’d handle it, and not to tell you anything.” 
 
    “A little late for that.”  I stood and held my hand out to Julia.  She stared, then reached out and took my hand.  One of her best qualities was her blind trust; she’d follow me to hell, never asking for more than extra ammunition. 
 
    By then I had golden dragon magic flowing up my back, to my shoulders.  The Demon Wings tattoo warmed to life with a tingle.  Having been made by demon magic, it had stayed when I’d lost most of the others.  Ghost heat ignited the nerves of my face, as if it were melting.  I gagged and choked as the sensation spread to my tongue.  The sensations vanished, leaving no actual damage.  Pain was simply the cost of the You-Don’t-See-Me spell that wrapped around me—and Julia, since she held my hand.  We were essentially unscented, invisible and inaudible to others.  
 
    “You have your .22 on you?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Good.  Maybe you’ll get to use it.” 
 
    The Old Man had lost track of me, but knew I could still hear him.  He boomed, “Don’t get my granddaughter killed.  It would be a dark cloud over my wedding.” 
 
    The door opened wider.  Leah and Jada both stared in.  Leah asked, “Hey, where did he go?” 
 
    I didn’t answer since they couldn’t have heard anyway.  I dragged Julia around the couch, toward the door. 
 
    The Old Man said, “Maybe he’s out on the balcony, taking the long way around.  You know my boy; never does what anyone else wants him to.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck!”  Leah ran into the room, Jada right behind her.  They streaked past Julia and me, heading for the sliding French doors.   I walked Julia out into the hallway.   
 
    “She said a bad word,” Julia said. 
 
    “Yes, she did.  Though to be fair, I did provoke her.” 
 
    We continued down the hall toward a knot of my demon warriors.  Imari was at their center, poised to spring through an open door.   
 
    I recognized our location: we were outside the suite where the were-kitties stayed.  This was more serious than I’d supposed.   
 
    “Julia, jump on my back and hang on.”   
 
    She did as I asked.   
 
    I threw a mental switch that shifted me into combat mode, removing all irrelevancies from my focus, all mercy from my soul.  Shadow magic immediately pooled in my right hand.  The darkness flattened into my palm, forming the pattern for my Dragon Voice spell. 
 
    Imari stood with her back to me, her bald, black head fully wreathed with orange flame.  She wore Kevlar body armor.  Her hands were flame-wrapped as well.  She called into the room.  “Jamison, don’t make things any worse for yourself.  We can settle this peacefully.” 
 
    Not likely.  If they’ve got his balls, he can’t use his dick.  If he can’t use his dick, he’s got nothing to live for.  That makes him dangerous.  If he still has his balls, the punk’s going to do something stupid.  Again, we’re back to dangerous.  It’s a lose-lose situation.  To win, we’ve got to be bolder than bold.  Stupider than stupid. 
 
    Launching myself through my people, I scattered them out of my way.  Dragon strength and dragon speed got me deep inside the were-kitties’ suite.  The area had the same layout as mine, but mirror-reversed.  The colors were mint, tea, and rust.  I scanned the seating area but didn’t see him.  That left the bedroom since I didn’t think they were all hiding in the minibar. 
 
    Julia’s grip tightened on my neck and her weight on my back let me know she hadn’t fallen off during the plunge.  I said, “When you have a clear shot, take it.” 
 
    Inside my spell-zone she was safely invisible.  Loosening her grip, sliding down to the floor, she kept a hand on me to stay that way.  Moving to my right, she slid her left hand into my coat pocket.   
 
    I’d have preferred her on my left, away from my dominant hand, but I understood that she was right handed and needed that hand free to shoot. 
 
    Jamison yelled from the bedroom doorway. “No one better try coming in here.  We have hostages.” 
 
    I placed his position as just behind one of the bedroom’s double doors. 
 
    We?  He has idiots willing to get their balls lopped off, too?  Now that’s friendship. 
 
    My dragon-hearing picked up Imari whispering from the hallway.  “Caine, is that you being an idiot again?  When are you going to let me do my job?” 
 
    I didn’t mind if Jamison—with his were-cat-hearing—picked up on the fact I might be in the hall.  My deflection spell would keep him from seeing, scenting, or hearing me as I crept up on him.  I just needed a little more time.  What I wished I knew was how many of the girls were here, in danger, and how many guys Jamison had brought with him. 
 
    An old demon proverb came to mind: Best way out of the fire is always through its heart. 
 
    I stepped with moderate speed, Julia keeping pace.  We moved into their line of sight, right up to the door, and angled ourselves through since one door was wide open, the other almost closed, being used as a shield.  A quick scan of the bedroom told me two important things: Only Cleo was here, tied up on the bed, and he’d lied about having friends for back up.   
 
    The task became dirt-simple.  Cleo was out of the line of fire, and I’d told Julia to take a shot when she had it.  It didn’t surprise me that her .22 popped off a couple shots.  The bullets went into Jamison’s crotch.   
 
    It was then that I remembered Julia had once been kidnapped, her finger bitten off by an abductor.  Apparently, she still had issues with men preying on women.  She took it personally, and punished the same way.   
 
    No mercy. 
 
    Julia looked at me.  “Next time, I want exploding rounds.” 
 
    Jamison’s pain took a few seconds to fully register, then he crumpled.  The front of his pants soaked with blood.  I thought he might need reconstructive surgery to be able to piss properly after this.  Forget about rape or kids. 
 
    Julia walked away from me, breaking our magic link.  I could tell from Cleo’s sudden stillness that she’d spotted my daughter.  Julia went to the bed, crawled onto it, and produced a military field knife from the inside of a boot.  It took only a moment to cut Cleo free. 
 
    By then, I’d dropped my magic spell.  I checked on Jamison to see if he was still breathing.  He was.  And blissfully unaware, having passed out.  I went to the bedroom door and called out to the gang in the hallway. 
 
    “Bad guy’s down.  You can come in and haul him away.” 
 
    It took very little time for Imari to charge in and get up in my face.  “Caine, you idiot.  I had things under control.  I didn’t need your help.” 
 
    The door to the bedroom’s patio slid open.  Jada with her monster handgun jumped in, followed by Leah.  They had to have made number of scary jumps to get here, crossing from balcony to balcony to balcony…  Their sense of duty and guts impressed me. 
 
    Imari’s gaze flickered to them, then back to me.  I figured their turn at a tongue-lashing was coming on fast.  I interrupted Imari.  “You did have the situation under control.  But Cleo is mine, so she deserved the best rescuer we had.  That happened to be Julia and me.  We are legend.  We rock.  Rats everywhere fear us.” 
 
    “Julia?” 
 
    Imari saw Julia hugging Cleo, offering comfort.  “You brought a child to a hostage situation?” 
 
    “Worked, didn’t it?  Listen, I know the guards answer directly to you, but I’d appreciate it if you’d lay off the girls.”  I jerked a thumb toward Jada and Leah.  “Considering they were dealing with me, I think they handled themselves well.  I’ll work with them anytime.” 
 
    They’re dumb enough to be manipulated by me, and as bravely loyal as anyone could ask.  Perfect. 
 
    Listening, Jada asked, “What did we do?” 
 
    Imari smiled at them.  “You did your job, and did it well considering who you were put on.  Keep up the good work.” 
 
    Jada saluted briskly. 
 
    Leah merely said, “Sure thing, boss.” 
 
    “What do we do with him?” Imari asked.  “Give him to the police?  His mom?  Or put him in a hole in the desert?” 
 
    “Patch him up and keep him under guard.  I’ll call Gemma to come get him.  She can owe us one.” 
 
    Finished with hugging Julia, Cleo left the bed, and went to stand patiently in front of the fallen Jamison, who had a number of guns trained on him while his hands were cuffed behind his back.   
 
    One of the guards said, “A healer’s coming.”  He stared at the were-cat’s bloody crotch.  “Hey, think we ought to put pressure on the wound?”  
 
    “I’ll do it,” Cleo said.   
 
    They got out of her way.   
 
    She applied several swift kicks to his crotch first.  “Someone get me a towel.” 
 
    Julia hurried to the bathroom, returning with several towels.  She gave them to Cleo who knelt and opened the man’s zipper.  The towels went in.  She leaned her full weight on them, making sure it hurt. 
 
    I looked at my adopted daughter.  “Come, Julia, our work here is done.” 
 
    Cleo peered up over her shoulder at me.  “Thank you both.” 
 
    “Glad to help,” Julia said.  “You ever need anyone else shot—” 
 
    Cleo smiled.  “I’ll think of you.” 
 
    I put an arm over Julia’s shoulders and guided her into the next room, heading for the hallway. 
 
    “Thanks, Caine.  We always have fun.” 
 
    “Dad.  You’re going to have to get used to calling me that.” 
 
    “So, I’m never going to make it into your harem?”   
 
    Her teasing smile left me unsure if she were serious or not.  I answered as if she were serious—getting my position on the record.  “Not going to happen.  I’ve thought of you as my daughter for too long.  Anything else would be weird.” 
 
    She sighed.  “And so a dream dies.” 
 
    “Well, there’s still Colt.  He has openings in his harem.” 
 
    “Never!” 
 
    We were out in the hallway, my guards a few steps behind, heading for an elevator.  Curious about Julia’s reasoning, I asked, “Why not?” 
 
    “Same reason Izumi tells everyone she’s not in your harem.  That would reduce her rank from fey co-ruler to mere concubine.  It would be settling.  I don’t settle.  Since Colt’s in line for the dragon throne, I might consider him husband material—in some far-off future—but I won’t be one of many to anyone.  I deserve better.” 
 
    “But you said you wanted to be in my harem.” 
 
    “I’d make an exception, to give you the heart you say you don’t have.  You saved my life.  Gave me a home, a place in dragon society.  You’re a hero who straddles worlds; how could I not fall for you?” 
 
    “We’ll always be family,” I said. 
 
    My inner dragon nodded his head.  What’s mine is always mine. 
 
    I nodded to myself.  Dragons don’t separate possession from love.   
 
    My dragon said: We don’t have divorce, only murder, which settles property issues quite well.   
 
    We reached the elevator and pressed the call button.  After a wait, the doors opened.  We piled on and rode toward the lobby.   
 
    Jada said, “I want to thank you for standing up for us with Imari.” 
 
    “She scares me,” Leah added. 
 
    I folded my arms and leaned against the elevator’s back wall.  “Imari’s the First Sword of the clan.  She has to be able to command respect to do her job.  But I am the clan, its lord.  There are times I’m going to override everybody.  That doesn’t mean I leave my people hanging when they support me as best they can.  That’s part of my code.  Every sociopath needs one to stay stable.” 
 
    Stepping out, I saw some of our demon security talking to a couple guys off the street.  We headed that way.  Getting closer, I smelled were-cat.  The strangers were Gemma’s people.  That simplified things a little.   
 
    One of the strange cats used heated tones.  “We know he’s here.  We tracked his scent in here.  It’s fresh.  All we need is for you to get out of our way and let us get our own.” 
 
    “I’m the one you need to talk to.”  My voice drew everyone’s attention to me.  The tom gave me a hard, raking stare.  He looked old for a shifter, suggesting he’d been turned late in life.  He wore casual clothing, had eyes of china blue, and close-cropped gray hair.  His bearing made me think he was ex-military. 
 
    “And who would you be,” he asked. 
 
    “Caine Deathwalker.  What’s wrong?  Don’t know your urban legends?” 
 
    “I will know you the next time I see you.  I’m here for one of my people.” 
 
    I lifted an eyebrow, wondering if Jamison still qualified as a pride member.  “Your people?”   
 
    “I am Gemma’s Right Claw.  Her people are mine also.” 
 
    Right Claw was their equivalent to our clan’s First Sword.   
 
    “We have Jamison.  He attacked the were-cat girl he originally changed, blaming the victim for all his troubles.” 
 
    The Right Claw sighed.  “That stupid fool is just making things harder on himself.  Did you kill him?” 
 
    Julia piped up.  “I shot him in the balls, twice, but he’ll live.” 
 
    The Right Claw stared at her. 
 
    “My daughter,” I said. 
 
    He formally bowed to her with grave dignity.  “A kitten with serious bite.” 
 
    I said, “Once our healers are done, you can have him.”  I used a thumb to point past the sign-in desk, to the hotel bar.  “While we wait, I’ll buy you a few rounds.  You can call Gemma and tell her that her stupid son will be returned to her soon—singing soprano.” 
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    “And another body shows 
 
    up.  No, not one of mine.” 
 
      
 
                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    We’d been sitting at Tiki Heaven’s sandalwood bar for twenty minutes when Gemma showed up, her pale blue anime hair a little disheveled.  She strolled past the bamboo tables and chairs, under slow turning ceiling fans, looking like she really needed a drink.  I had a strawberry daiquiri in a bell-shaped glass with a cap of whipped cream.  She could get her own. 
 
    The two were-cats I’d been entertaining slid off their seats, standing to greet their queen.   
 
    I didn’t bother.  She wasn’t my queen or an invited visitor this time.  Besides, I had numerous kingdoms, so I out ranked her.   Not that I stood on ceremony a lot, unless it served my interests.   
 
    Julia was in a side room that held a video arcade.  I didn’t need to go and look to know she was playing only the shooting games.   
 
    “Have a seat,” I said. 
 
    The bartender came over, a hot blonde with hair artfully piled on top of her head.  She wore slacks, a white puffy shirt, and a fancy vest, as if she were some kind of riverboat gambler.  I felt betrayed; in this kind of place, she should have been in a grass skirt with a coconut bra, wearing colorful leis. 
 
    She asked, “Can I get you something?” 
 
    Gemma slid into the seat at my left, moving a neglected beer mug out of her way.  “Rum and coke.  No wait, make that a rum and rum.  It’s been a long day.” 
 
    “Jamison should be ready for you by now,” I said. 
 
    “Imari, your head of security brought him down to the lobby.  Coming in, I saw him.  He’s being taken home.” 
 
    “What are you going to do with him?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged.  “The sentence on him has been carried out.  For the trouble he started today, well, I’ll let him cool his head, under house arrest, worrying about what might happen.  Honestly, someone besides me needs to step in and slap him around a little.”  The rum was placed in a glass in front of her, with a slice of lime on the rim.  She gathered the drink in both hands.  “The were-liger I met earlier today.  He’s the kind of male role model my son needs.” 
 
    “You could talk to him about it.  Of course, Jamison would have to leave the pride territories and go to Sacramento.” 
 
    “I’d welcome the peace.”  Gemma took a sip, and sighed.  Her guys remained standing behind her, offering silent support. 
 
    I took out my phone.  “Want me to call Josh and have him come down?” 
 
    She looked at me.  I could sense the wheels turning in her head.  “Would you?” 
 
    “No problem.  Of course, I don’t know if he’s in the hotel, or maybe out on the strip with Kat.”  I placed the call and waited for the connection to go through.” 
 
    No one answered.  I put my phone away.  “No luck.  They’re not answering.” 
 
    “I heard,” Gemma said.  “How is Cleo doing?  I imagine this day has been harder on her than anybody.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “Kid’s tough.  All this will make her stronger.”  I picked up my drink and finished it in one long guzzle.  “Well, you cats play nice.  My daughter and I are going to go check out an antique car show nearby.”   
 
    I was going to go get her, but I saw her coming my way.  And she had Colt with her.  They talked like long lost friends, with no strain between them at all.  I attributed that to Julia knowing exactly how to handle him.  I wouldn’t be surprised if she hadn’t already invited him along to see the cars. 
 
    They came up to me as I got off my stool.  I looked at Gemma.  “Colt, you already know.  This is my daughter Julia.” 
 
    “A pretty little thing.”  Gemma sniffed delicately, and turned her gaze back to me.  “She smells like you, part human, part dragon.” 
 
    Colt moved closer to Gemma.  He laid a hand on her sleeve.  “Are you all right?  You were really upset earlier.” 
 
    She smiled at him, and took a moment to brush some of his drooping hair back in place.  “It’s nice of you to care.  We should have another sleepover one of these days.  You were being kind, but I know I’m out of practice making grilled cheeses.” 
 
    “No,” Colt said, “it was really good.” 
 
    Julia’s lips pressed together in distaste.  “You need to find a man your own age.”  She looked at me.  “Don’t we have to leave now?” 
 
    “We do, indeed.  Later, Gemma.”  I threw some cash on the bar and guided my children toward the door before Julia could mention shooting anyone in the balls.” 
 
    “You were rude to her,” Colt said. 
 
    “Was I?” Julia asked. 
 
    “A little,” I said.  “But who am I to talk?” 
 
    Julia was silent a minute, then slanted Colt a steely glare.  “I don’t want you hanging out with her.  Something about her is wrong.  And I don’t like her.  She’s a bad mother who just wants another chance with someone else’s kid.” 
 
    Colt’s brow furrowed. He looked like arguing, but his face suddenly cleared.  A smile appeared.  He looked at Julia with a speculative air.  “Sure.  Whatever you say.” 
 
     He thought the same thing I did; that Julia was acting possessive, jealous, her inner dragon’s influence.   
 
    Now that she has a new brother, she’s damn well going to keep him. 
 
    We strolled past the front desk to the great lobby.  I found my security people lumped together with Imari.  There were four men in wrinkled suits that carried themselves like cops.  I knew the woman in their midst: Captain Guinevere Helland of the Las Vegas Preternatural Crimes Unit.  A white-haired amazon, tall, wide-hipped, with D-cup breasts that commanded worshipful attention.  Her winter blue eyes pierced like an artic wind, her irises pale enough to make her look blind.  Her coral pink dress hugged dangerous curves.  The shoulder holster she wore was white leather, the hilt of her gun mother-of-pearl.  She wore the same silver necklace I remembered from before, probably blessed with protective wards so she wouldn’t have her senses glamoured by some villainous fey. 
 
    She turned toward me as I approached, and I saw she wore her badge on a leather pad that hung on a chain around her neck.  It really didn’t work with the pink dress.  “Deathwalker, what do you know about all this?” 
 
    “About what, Guin?” 
 
    “That’s Captain Helland to you.  Are you really going to pretend you’re innocent?”  Her dry voice lacked warmth.  In a lot of ways, she reminded me of my ice queen, Izumi.   
 
    Imari edged closer to me.  My First Sword said, “We’ve got a body in the parking garage.  The regular cops and coroner are processing the crime scene.” 
 
    “And the condition of the body was strange enough for the preternatural unit to be called in?” I asked. 
 
    Guin said, “Seems to be death by immolation, by self or persons unknown.”  She touched her necklace, narrowing her eyes at Imari, as if all her demon secrets were laid bare.  “You’re a fire demon, aren’t you?  I imagine there are a number of your kind staying in this hotel.” 
 
    “I can vouch for my people,” I said.  “If any of them had ended someone, I’d have been informed, I assure you.  I’m sure—when your investigation is over—you’ll find this a simple case of spontaneous human combustion.” 
 
    I wondered if this was Jamison’s work, something he did while breaking into the hotel.  It seemed unlikely.  Cat’s kill, but seldom play with fire.  “Other than the garage location, do you have any evidence someone staying here is responsible?” 
 
    Guin swung her icy stare back to me.  “It’s still early in the investigation.  We haven’t even identified the dead woman yet.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Well, if there’s any way I or my people can help you—” 
 
    “There is,” she said.  “Bring them all down here.  I want to interrogate each one.” 
 
    I leaned into her and whispered.  “With a rubber hose?  Sounds fun.  I’ll bring the bamboo splinters and hot curling irons.” 
 
    Julia said, “Now you’re being silly.  Just have Grandfather bring down the Feather of Osiris.” 
 
    I looked at her.  “Oh, why would the detective want to resolve this in a few minutes when she can waste hours and hours running in circles.” 
 
    One of the men with Guin touched her in back for attention.  “I’ve heard of the Feather.  It’s a fairly reliable tool for divination.   As long as our own magic-users are supervising, we could get results quite fast.” 
 
    I looked at her minion.  “And you would be?” 
 
    “Hans Vidal.  Part-time consultant to the Vegas PCU, fulltime mage.” 
 
    A magician?  Yeah, he did wear a slightly better suit.  Probably one of those driven-by-justice types.  The police can’t be paying that much to a consultant. 
 
    Hans held out a hand, smiling warmly, an opposite polarity to Captain Guin’s chilly self.  I smiled back and took his hand.  He added a second hand to lock mine in.  I felt magic climb up my arm.  My own golden magic rallied and pushed his power back into him.  While doing that, I willed a patch of shadow to darken in the air between us.  The shadow became a hand, fingers tightly side by side, showing the palm.  His eyes widened at the manifestation of shadow magic.  They widened even more as the floating hand slapped his face.  Hard.  And vanished.  He was driven into a twist and his hands popped off of mine. 
 
    “Attacking a demon lord not wise,” I said.  “In my less restrained youth, you’d be dead now.” 
 
    Captain Guin said, “Assaulting police personnel is a crime.”  She and her people had their guns out. 
 
    “Not when it’s self-defense against magical assault that comes very close to rape.  Do you really want to face those charges in the headlines and in court?  It will be the public unmasking of the Preternatural Crimes Unit as well as its disbanding.  Then there will be all of my civil suits against the city.  Gonna be damned messy. Don’t let your consultant start something you won’t survive, professionally or otherwise.” 
 
    Imari’s bald head was fully awash in flame, as were her hands.  Several of my clansmen had ditched their human disguises and were showing clearly their various demon natures.  
 
    And it was a good thing the lobby was so spacious with the furniture well-spaced out; Colt went from boy to dragon in a heartbeat.  His scaly head looked down on the cops, maw open to display sharp teeth as he growled.  Nobody laughed about how silly a yellow dragon looked with a stylized pattern of red flames on his sides—not when golden lightning danced over him and he looked ready to pounce. 
 
    The cops looked nearly scared, ready to crap their pants.  Only Guin kept her icy demeanor, making no threatening moves. 
 
    I stared into Captain Guin’s eyes, whispering softly to draw her attention.  “Colt’s mother is a deranged goddess.  If he gets a booboo, she will come raging through this city and every cop will be dead by nightfall—if she’s that merciful.” 
 
    Julia looked rather unconcerned about the prospect.  She said, “Grandfather alone can destroy this city.  He destroyed Atlantis, you know, and I don’t mean the casino.” 
 
    Captain Guin’s stare slid over to my daughter. 
 
    Julia continued, “If you hurt my Dad or stupid Little Brother, I of course will do much worse.”  She was bluffing, but Captain Guin didn’t know that, or even what Julia’s real nature might prove to be.   
 
    Sitting on his ass on the floor, their pet wizard was doing his best to draw no attention to himself.  His advice was notably absent.  They needed to get a refund on his services. 
 
    Captain Guin slowly holstered her gun and drew a deep breath.  “Everybody, stand down.  Las Vegas doesn’t need a Red Moon Apocalypse like L.A. got a few years ago. We over-reacted.  Our bad.” 
 
    All their guns went away. 
 
    My demons became people again as their magical disguise reset themselves. 
 
    Colt became a nine-year old with a hard, stubborn expression on his face that warned he wouldn’t be asking Captain Guin into his harem anytime soon.  Her loss.  As for the general public that witnessed it all, who were babbling in the background like idiots: Fuck ‘em.  They’ll have to learn sooner or later that the world is mine. 
 
    Captain Guin said, “Mr. Deathwalker, if it’s not too late, I’d like to take you up on your kind offer.” 
 
    I just stared at her, waiting for her to finish her request. 
 
    “Your offer to use the Feather of Osiris.” 
 
    I pulled out my phone very slowly so no jumpy person would do something stupid.  “Fine.  But let’s be clear that you owe me.” 
 
    She gave a sharp nod.  “I do.” 
 
    Hans was on his feet beside her again.  He touched her sleeve.  “Captain, I’m sorry.  I thought I could just take a quick peek and…” 
 
    She twitched her sleeve out of his grasp and spoke without looking at him.  “Hans, go to the vehicles and wait for us there.” 
 
    “But Captain—” 
 
     “Now!” 
 
    He left. 
 
    I stepped away and made my call to the Old Man.  After he answered, I said, “We have a situation with the police in the lobby.  Someone’s left a body on our doorstep.  I need you to bring the Feather of Osiris and all of our people down to the lobby.” 
 
    “On my way.” 
 
    I put away my phone,  
 
    Cousin Kinsey and Uncle Drake weren’t technically “our people” not being in the demon clan, but I had a feeling they’d show up as well as Izumi, my Ice Queen.  She wasn’t going to let anything happen to me before I knocked her up and she had her kid.  I kind of wondered how important I’d be to her after that. 
 
    I saw the toms from the bar leaving discretely without trying to get my attention.  Given the presence of cops, I understood why.  Gemma must have decided to stay for a few drinks more.  Or to follow up on that idea of talking to Josh about taking on her son’s rehabilitation. 
 
    I should give him another call, give him a head’s up. 
 
    Guin’s phone chimed for attention.  She pulled it out.  “Captain Helland.  Yes.  I see.  Thank you.”  She put her phone away, her eyes seeking mine.  “A preliminary finding.  An accelerant was used on the female body.  No magic there.  The fire appears to have been an attempt to conceal the fact that a large patch of the woman’s skin was removed and taken as a trophy by the killer.” 
 
    I looked at Imari.  “Skin-walker’s in the building, passing for human, maybe a maid, someone with room access.  She’ll be after the sloth skin.  Send a team to Josh’s room.  Now!”  I had my phone back in hand.  I called.  And called.  The connection never went through to Josh and Kat.  I had a horrible suspicion why. 
 
    “Come with me, Captain.”  I stared her hard in the eyes.  “Your killer’s striking again.”   
 
    I ran for the elevators, speed-dialing a number.  The Old Man was a lot closer to Josh’s room then those of us in the lobby.  I needed to get him off his retired ass so he could go save the day. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    “The best way to avoid defeat 
 
    is to kick over the playing board.” 
 
      
 
                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    On the elevator heading up, surrounded by police and demons, I still held my phone, waiting. Finally, the connection went through.  “Old Man, I need you to cancel previous plans and haul ass over to Josh and Kat’s room.  We think the skin-walker is impersonating hotel staff, a woman, and that she’ll be after Josh and that skin he brought back from the property.” 
 
    The Old Man’s voice boomed into my ear.  “Now you tell me.  I’ve already got a bunch of our people heading down.  I’m with them.” 
 
    Captain Guin leaned in.  “What’s he saying?”   
 
    I held up a palm shifting the mouthpiece of my phone away from my lips a moment.  “Can’t you see I’m on the phone?”  I put my phone back in place to talk to the Old Man.  “Can you portal into Josh’s room?” 
 
    “I don’t know which room that is.  If I had a seer to help guide my aim…  What about Colt?” 
 
    “I’ll work it out.  You should just get to Josh as soon as you can.”   
 
    Captain Guin said, “Caine, what the hell is all this about a skin-walker?” 
 
    “I guess it’s a she that’s been killing people in Arizona.  I’ve been looking into it.  We almost had her, but she got away.  Listen, I need to make another call.”  I called Izumi. 
 
    “Caine!  How nice of you to finally call.  Are you coming to the room?” 
 
    “I need you to do me a favor, honey.  I need you to get over to Josh and Kat’s room and…” 
 
    “Josh and who?  Never mind.  I’m not at the hotel.  I’m out having a spa treatment.  They’re putting heated rocks on my spine.” 
 
    “I don’t have time to explain,” I said, “two of my people are being targeted by a killer.  I’ve got to go.” 
 
    “You’re not avoiding me, are you?  I’m feeling very neglected.” 
 
    At a spa?  Not likely.  “Sorry, I really do have to go.” 
 
    The elevator opened on the wrong floor.  One of the cops held up a badge and told the people trying to get on to catch the next car.  I grabbed Colt and dragged him off with me. 
 
    “I want to come too,” Julia yelled. 
 
    Colt snapped at her, “No!” 
 
    Imari yelled.  “Caine!  Be careful.” 
 
    Captain Guin followed me off, pausing to order her three remaining officers to continue with the elevator.  The doors closed.  The old couple with glasses that had tried to get on the elevator stared at us a second, then hurried off, uninterested in trouble.   
 
    I took Colt by the shoulders.  “Can you home in on a person, or do you need to know a specific location to portal?” 
 
    “As long as I know the person—” 
 
    “Fine.  Take us to Josh and Kat.  Captain, I’d get my gun out if I were you.  We may be jumping straight into a fight.  Oh, if you see a giant liger, don’t get freaked and shoot him.  He’s on our side.” 
 
    Red-copper light washed all around us.  I felt gravity flutter.  There was a diagonal lurch.  The light broke up and we were in a hotel bedroom.  And I saw why Josh and Kat hadn’t been answering their phone.  They were half covered by a sheet.  She was on top, straddling him, her bare back to us.  From the urgent sounds escaping her throat, she was close to climaxing.  She turned in place to see us, no doubt wondering about the red-copper light that had preceded us.  Her cat ears were out.  Her eyes had a feral gleam.  Her voice was rough, with a rough quality as she squalled at me.  “Caine!  What the fuck.” 
 
    Joshua’s deep voice slapped us.  “You better have a good reason for this.” 
 
    “Skin-walker’s here.  She’s killed someone in the parking garage.  Probably after the prehistoric sloth skin.  Where is it?” 
 
    Josh said, “I had the hotel take it for dry-cleaning.” 
 
    “Their idea or yours?” I asked.   
 
    He said, “Room service came by a while ago.  One of the maids suggested—” 
 
    I didn’t wait for anymore.  I turned to Colt, who’d turned away from Kat to give her privacy.  I grabbed his arm, turning him to face me.  “Get us down to the front desk.”   
 
    Red-copper light wrapped us up again.  Gravity fluttered, a quick departure and return.  The light wash deposited us at the front desk.  Only then did I think to warn Kat and Josh that a lot of armed people were quickly going to be barging in on them. 
 
    Oh, well, this will give them some real memories of Vegas to enjoy in years to come. 
 
    I slammed my palm on the unmanned front desk, wondering where the clerk had gotten off to.  She came running around a partition, and recognized me as one of the new owners of the hotel.  “Yes Sir, what can I do for you?” 
 
    Captain Guin held up her badge.  “Call your hotel laundry and ask if they have a sloth skin there.” 
 
    “A very big sloth skin,” I added. 
 
    The clerk jumped on a hotel phone, punching a button for that department.  With wide, spooked eyes, she looked at us.  “That’s odd.  Nobody is answering the phone.” 
 
    “Take us there,” I said. 
 
    She lifted a section of desk to making an opening.  “If you’ll come through here and follow me…” 
 
    She led us into the back, where customers normally didn’t go.  Partitioned desks gave way to a back door that opened on a tiled hallway.  The clerk took us another hallway, then another.  And then we were outside double swinging doors.  A sign on the wall said: LAUNDRY.  EMPLOYEES ONLY. 
 
    Colt tried to stop, but I kept him going with a friendly shove.  He hit the swinging doors and went on through.  I followed, wondering where the hell he came by such a well-behaved disposition.  Certainly, not from me.   
 
    I told him.  “There is a time and place for rules.  This isn’t it.” 
 
    We passed through an area that looked little different from a commercial laundromat.  There were laundry carts, machines to do the grunt work, steam presses for ironing, and hanging clothes waiting to be dry cleaned at the end of a mechanized track.  The reason no one answered the phone was quite apparent.  Numerous uniformed women littered the floor, all of them dead, staring, with deep slash wounds, twisted limbs, and broken bones poking out.  A clawed creature had come through here and ripped everyone to bloody shreds. 
 
    Captain Guin called out, “Nobody touch anything.  Caine, you and the boy get the hell out of here while I call in more help.  It’s better if I don’t have to explain your involvement in this case, but don’t go far.  I’m going to want to hear a lot more about this skin-walker.” 
 
    So much for getting out to the antique car show anytime soon. 
 
    “Sure, Captain.  We’ll be in the lobby.” I walked Colt back the way we’d come.  “Quite a mess, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah.  I haven’t seen anything like that since Mom’s last gene-splicing experiment escaped its pit.” 
 
    “You know, I don’t usually have this much trouble with an enemy.  I usually have intelligence to act upon, or at least educated guesses.  Here, it’s like I’m two steps behind, and can’t catch up.  And you don’t have the knowledge to portal me anywhere useful.” 
 
    Colt shrugged.  “Your enemies usually go after you, but I guess this isn’t about you.” 
 
    “Then I need to figure what it is about.  The Eyes of Bastet.  The property in Arizona...  The first known killings were there.  The Eyes were supposed to be there, but aren’t.  So, someone wants them, or—with as little luck as we’re having—they have the Eyes and are using them to get around me.” 
 
    “Uh, sure.”  He agreed, but I wasn’t sure he at all followed my brilliant deductions.   
 
    “Colt, let’s assume the killer likes killing, but wants to avoid major trouble.  She didn’t go after Josh and Kat.  I haven’t been targeted for the same reason.  Someone really fancies themselves a strategist and plays it safe.”   
 
    We were at the front desk again.  A bunch of cops were running my way.  I held up the desk section so they could pass and gave directions on getting to the laundry and Captain Helland.  Guin could just owe me another one. 
 
    As we continued toward the lobby, Colt added to my earlier thoughts.  “The killer is a strategist.  A good one.  We know because she’s winning.  It is a she, right?” 
 
    “Likely.  Most skin-walkers stick to impersonating the same gender as they are, a precaution against turning gay.  Anyway, I shouldn’t be so far behind.  I have a brain, too, you know?” 
 
    “Julia says that’s what makes you really scary; your random brilliance.” 
 
    “You just met Julia in our time, so I’m assuming future Julia told you that for some reason.” 
 
    He grinned.  “I could confirm that guess, but the stability of the temporal multi-verse might be endangered.”   
 
    We went to an open couch and settled where we had a view to the front parking lot.  A lot of black-and-white units were sitting out there, flashing red-and-blue lights.  The hotel’s front doors—and probably a lot more—was being controlled by the police. An incoming couple with suitcases were turned back.  It might take the rest of the night for the place to settle down.  When news of the killings got around, we’d probably have a lot fewer guests staying here for a while.   
 
    Then again, this is Vegas.  That might actually help business. 
 
    Julia showed up.  She ignored Colt, taking a chair near my end of the couch.  “Things have firmed up for the wedding.  It’s in two days.  I’ll have my dress tomorrow.  And there’s an official coming from the Dragon World to do the ceremony, who will have the wedding properly registered at the Imperial Court.” 
 
    “Thanks for the official update,” I said.  “I’ll try to make it.” 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be the best man?” Julia asked. 
 
    “I am, in whatever company I keep...” 
 
    “The dark red’s a good choice,” Colt said.  “It won’t show the blood too badly in the wedding pictures.” 
 
    Julia stared at him.  “How did you know the bridesmaids’ dresses were garnet?  We decided that today, and you weren’t around.” 
 
    I homed in on a more important point.  “Blood?” 
 
    Colt looked awfully smug, feeling important because of his knowledge of the future.  He had our full attention.  “It’s the wedding of a dragon and an ex-demon lord.  Blood is inevitable, especially now that you’ve decided to change the game to one you can win by kicking over the board.  Which you used to tell me was a rude and childish thing to do when I did it to you.” 
 
    “You are a child,” I reminded him.  “Homeschooling by a goddess-mother doesn’t change that.  And there will always be one set of rules for me, and another for everybody else.  That how I like things.” 
 
    I went silent, watching former-detective Eberhard Winter and my lawyer Angie talk their way past the police on the door.  Angie wore a little red dress that matched her wild mane of hair.  The skimpy outfit got me thinking impure thoughts—the dress’ fault.  I knew she was off the market.  Their match-up had come in a whirlwind, and might not last out the month, but if it went the distance, I wanted to be happy for her. 
 
    Julia looked at me.  “You’re going to kick over a board?” 
 
    “Yeah.  I just decided on it.” 
 
    Once inside, the new couple came straight toward me.  Angie’s expression was severe and focused, her courtroom face.  That changed when Colt leaped off the couch and almost tackled her with a hug.  “Aunt Angie!”   
 
    She patted him like a dog, looking uncomfortable with a relationship that was still mostly in the future.  
 
    Colt pulled away and looked at Winter.  “If you ever hurt her, Dad and I will kick your butt.” 
 
    Winter smiled, showing a bit of fang.  His eyes flashed with amber heat.  “And I’d be the first to get in line to help you with that.  Angie’s important to me, too.” 
 
    Colt nodded and backed to the couch, flopping down again. 
 
    Angie stepped around the wooden coffee table, loomed over me on the couch, then sat on the table, putting us eye to eye.  “Tell me you didn’t go on another killing spree.” 
 
    I put four fingers together and lowered them, like dragging down a slider switch.  “Keep your voice down when joking like that.  You know what a gentle soul I am.  I couldn’t kill anybody.  We are all god’s children, a brother and sisterhood of mankind.  Join me in a chorus of Kumbaya.  You will believe!” 
 
    “I believe you’re full of crap,” Angie said.  “What table are you about to kick over?  I heard you guys when I was walking in.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “It’s all about strategy.  The killer is making up the rules to the game, using hit-and-run appearances to limit my options while she pursues her objectives.  What I have to do is make myself her main objective so she has to focus on me and come after me.  I’ve got to make it very personal.” 
 
    “Dangerous,” Winter said.  “Worms on hooks get swallowed by the fish even if the fish is caught.” 
 
    “You calling me a worm?” I asked. 
 
    “Only in the nicest way, boss.” 
 
    “But what exactly are you going to do?” Julia asked. 
 
    “Look, assuming the killer already has the Eyes of Bastet doesn’t help.  If I assume she doesn’t—because Colt and I go back in time to the Wild West and get the Eyes first—then the gameboard is kicked over, and I am in control.” 
 
    “That’s brilliant, in a random sort of way,” Julia said. 
 
    I looked at Colt.  He smiled back at me.  Yeah, he’d known this crazy plan was coming. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Angie said.  “You’re going to magically travel back in time and become the reason the Eyes of Bastet went missing in the Eighteen-hundreds?” 
 
    “Yeah.”  The beauty of the plan made me admire myself even more. 
 
    “What if you weren’t supposed to do that, or if you are, but you change something important in history?  You could do incalculable damage—” 
 
     I interrupted Angie.  “To the temporal stability of the multi-verse.  I know, I know.  Sometimes, a man just has to beat his chest and take the unicorn by the horn.  Carpe Diem, and all that.” 
 
    “When do we go?” Colt asked. 
 
    “No time like the present,” I said. 
 
    “I’m going with you,” Angie said.  “Someone’s got to stop the massive destruction of the timeline that you represent.” 
 
    “Then, I’m going, too,” Winter said.  “You might need some muscle in the Old West.” 
 
    Colt stood, a gentle shimmer of red-copper light spilled from his eyes as he focused on the flow of time, determining where to get the best grip.  
 
    Julia said, “You’re not leaving me behind this time.  If you’re taking Colt, you’re taking me as well.  I have my gun and everything.” 
 
    “It’s not that I’m taking Colt,” I said.  “He’s taking me.  Without his power…” 
 
    A wash of red-copper light swallowed us all.  We were in an energy vortex with spinning walls, falling, not so much moving through a portal as being violently tossed across time and space. 
 
    My inner dragon woke up for the show, watching me from the back shadows of my mind.  He said: Wouldn’t it really be funny if you wiped out the future and we had no place to return to? 
 
    Funny isn’t what I’d call it.  I’d better be on my best behavior. 
 
    My dragon yawned, showing me jagged teeth.  Knowing you, we’re probably doomed. 
 
    The vortex spit us out in the middle of desert.  We hit, rolled, cursed, and picked ourselves up, except for Colt who always landed lightly on his feet.  I wished I knew how he did that. 
 
    Angie dusted off her red dress, growling over a few rips.  “You couldn’t have let me change into some sturdier clothes and shoes first?” 
 
    Ignoring the comment, Colt said, “We’re there, the Beale Wagon Road.” 
 
    Winter said, “That would put us sometime just after 1857.  Hey, look!”  He pointed across some rough terrain, at a dirt road where a couple wagons had stopped, one with a busted rear axil.  Two men were puzzling over how to fix it.  There were women folk by a campfire, and three kids, one a boy.  The people wore plain clothes.  The men wore guns.  Some oxen were there to pull the wagon, and some saddled horses for riding were tied up.  
 
    “None of them have noticed our arrival.  Given the flashy way we arrived, that surprises me,” I said. 
 
    Colt smiled.  “I’m bending light, like a mirage, throwing our images elsewhere so they don’t see us.  I’m a strategist, too.” 
 
    “So, what’s about to happen here?” Angie asked. 
 
    Colt said, “A mixed bunch of Indians led by a Mohave medicine man will be riding by soon.  These people will be killed.  Later, travelers will bury them in a wash where the digging is easier.  Floods will move the bodies and rebury them where Cleo’s Mom is building her house.” 
 
    “Uh, Colt?”  I stared at my son until he looked me in the eyes.  Which wasn’t long. 
 
    “Yeah?” he said. 
 
    I kept my tone mildly curious.  “Where’s Julia?” 
 
    Winter swung around, scanning for the child he hadn’t realized was missing.  
 
    Some detective you are. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    “I do the things madmen only 
 
    dream of, and I do it with style.” 
 
      
 
                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t bring her,” Colt said, 
 
    I stared at him.  “Why not?” 
 
    “I didn’t want her to see these people die.”   
 
    Colt continued to avoid my eyes during the explanation.  I figured I’d only gotten half of the truth.  “What’s your other reason?  You know she’s going to be mightily miffed when we get back.  And she’ll blame you.” 
 
    “Let her.  I came to your time to change a few things.  She needs to know she’s not the boss of me.” 
 
    “Back up,” Winter interrupted.  “You said these settlers are going to die, but we’re here.  We can save them.” 
 
    “Can we?  That will change time,” Angie said.  “I feel sorry for them, but what if their deaths are necessary in some grand design of the cosmos?  Wouldn’t we be messing that up?” 
 
    Colt looked at her.  “You asking me?” 
 
    Winter said, “Letting them die violates my prime directive, to protect-and-to-serve, but if we have to…”  
 
    “We don’t have to,” I said.  “They can be saved.  But we’ve got to do it a certain way or it’s no good.” 
 
    Angie narrowed her eyes at me.  “I’m listening.” 
 
    “First, we fix that axil, and get them on their way.  Second, we say fuck you to the universe, and chose not to care about the consequences.  If there’s a God with a capital Gee, he will compensate.  The design will find another way to achieve whatever is important.  And if there is no intelligent design, nothing’s messed up.  That means I should do just the hell whatever I want.” 
 
    Winter looked at Angie.  He shrugged.  “Actually, that makes a strange kind of sense.” 
 
    “His logic is as scary as his irrational impulses,” she said.  “I don’t know which to fear more.” 
 
    As if logic can’t itself be an irrational impulse.  I sighed.  “Why does everybody always have to bust my chops?” 
 
    “Welcome to my world,” Colt said. 
 
    “I wasn’t done numbering my plan of attack, guys,” I held up three fingers.  “Colt, while Winter and I distract them, find the Eyes of Bastet and hang onto them.  Use that light-bend thing you do to keep the settlers from seeing you.” 
 
    “I’ll try, but there’s a temporal cloud here, an interference that’s keeping me from seeing the near future.” 
 
    “Sounds like the relic is magically hiding itself, but you can probably pierce the veil once we’re right there,” I said. 
 
    Colt shrugged, sounding doubtful.  “Okay, I’ll try.” 
 
    “Hey, you’re leaving me out!” Angie said. 
 
    I held up four fingers.  “Colt is going to hide you, too.” 
 
    “Why, you think I can’t figure out how to fix a wagon?  I’ll have you know I have a finely trained legal mind.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “but for the eighteen-hundreds, you’re dressed like a whore d'oeuvre.” 
 
    She glared at me.  “A what?” 
 
    “Tasty crumpet.  Soiled dove.  Lady of the evening.  A wet-dream walking…” 
 
    She looked down at her hip-hugging, plunging, vee-front party dress.  “Oh, right.  Okay, I can see where they’d get the wrong idea.  Things could get awkward.” 
 
    I smiled at her.  “Besides, you’re our secret weapon.  I want you on the trail, ready to intercept those Indians if they get here too soon.  A werewolf in a red dress will scare them away; Indians are a superstitious lot.  If nothing else, smelling wolf will spook their horses into running.” 
 
    “I am not going to turn wolf and run around in this dress.  It will get ruined!” 
 
    “A half-turn is better, a cross between woman and wolf.  You’ll want the dress.  If they mistake you for a common wolf, well, they kill those and use the hides, remember.  You could even get sold to a skin-walker.  Imagine that, the same skin letting a walker be a hot female lawyer, or a wolf.  Talk about options.” 
 
    “But if Colt is bending light, they’ll never see me,” Angie said. 
 
    “Yeah, but there’s magical interference.  What if Colt loses the cloaking field at an inopportune moment?  Your choice.  Do what you want.  Just growl loud and let their horses smell you.” 
 
    A sour smile settled on her face.  “Fine I’ll half-morph and wear the dress.  If we have to jump suddenly back to Vegas, that won’t stand out at all.” 
 
    “An over-sized wolf would stand out just as much,” Winter said, “and probably cause more of a panic.  People seeing a wolf-lady in a slutty dress will only think you’re part of a movie shoot.” 
 
    Angie’s eyes flared wide.  Her mouth opened in shock.  “Slutty dress?  I thought you liked this outfit.” 
 
    There was amber heat in his stare.  “I do.  I’ve been wanting to rip it off you ever since I first saw you in it.” 
 
    Colt pointed at me.  “Guys, there’s a child present.  Let’s focus.” 
 
    I resented his implication, but he was right.  “We need to hurry.  The Indians are coming.” 
 
    Colt said, “And I feel something looking at me that I can’t see.” 
 
    “Let’s go.”  I led the way across the rough, broken ground, watching out for rattlers that bite, and gopher holes that could turn an ankle.  Colt stayed by my side.  Winter brought up the rear. Angie delayed following.  She needed time to shift half her DNA into a wolf-like state, and didn’t want to do that near the wagons where the animals would hear and smell her.   
 
    I murmured to Colt.  “When we get close, drop the light-bend thing off Winter and me, but don’t scare the settlers.  Wait until they’re not looking our way.” 
 
    He murmured back.  “Gotcha.” 
 
    With my dragon hearing, I caught occasional grunts, gasps, groans, and soft snarls as Angie changed.  She’d have to leave her red “fuck me” heels behind, but her altered feet would be a lot better on this terrain.  Getting closer to the wagons, we went with more care, staying silent as possible.  Fortunately, we moved into the wind so our scents didn’t precede us. 
 
    We waited on the trail.  In a moment, when nothing looked our way—except maybe the Eyes of Bastet—Colt nodded, his signal that Winer and I could be seen.   
 
    Colt left us, going toward the back of the broken-down wagon.  If the Eyes weren’t there, he’d have to hit the second wagon next. 
 
    I called out in a friendly voice that I channeled off of old western movies.  “Hey, there.  Seems like you fellas dun run into a passel o’ trouble.” 
 
    Everyone swung our way, staring.  Weapons came up reflexively.  When they saw we were unarmed, making no threatening moves, they relaxed.  The rifle muzzles lowered a bit, but didn’t completely move away from our vicinity.  One of the men was big, broad-shouldered, with leathery-bronze skin, and a hard stare; a man forged by harsh wilderness and perilous times.   
 
    He took a couple steps our way and rested the heel of a palm on the butt of a .44 Colt in a western holster.  The holster was tied down.  He asked, “Where’d you folks come from?  This is the middle of nowhere, and I don’t see no horses.  That’s usually a death sentence so far from civilization.”   
 
    I think that was his way of asking if we were going to try and steal their horses.  I jerked a thumb, pointing along my backtrail.  “We have a prospecting camp that way.  Found a little silver and turquoise, but not much gold in the dirt.”  I looked up in the sky where three black turkey vultures floated on the hot winds.  “We noticed the birds eyein’ you, and thought we’d see if we could help.” 
 
    Those birds are going to lead the Indians straight here. 
 
    The big man gazed up at the vultures, then back at me.  “Makes sense.  And you don’t have the wear-n-tear that says you’re on the run from anyone.  Sorry to be so suspicious, but these are wild lands.  Better safe than sorry.”  He came closer and held out his hand.  “I’m Obadiah Sackett.  My family is with me.”   
 
    We shook hands. Winter shook the man’s hand next.    
 
    Sackett nodded to the other man.  “That’s Clay Poole.  His family has the other wagon.  Clay stayed to help when the rest of the train went on, short on water.” 
 
    “I’m Caine,” I said.  “My friend is Ever-hard.” 
 
    The ex-detective glowered at me.  “That’s Eberhard.  Eberhard Winter.  Ex-lawman.” 
 
    Clay nodded and spit a stream of tobacco onto the parched ground.  A black-shelled scorpion flinched aside and headed another way.  “Yeah, you got the look of a man that’s carried a badge.” 
 
    I looked at the wagon with the detached wheel.  I don’t think any of the settlers noticed the little shimmer of red-copper light that played over the split wood, drawing it back into shape, fusing the cracks and splinters into place again.  The same light warmed a broken piece of hub, fixing it as well. 
 
    I said, “I don’t see the problem.  Seems to me you could put that wheel back on and just drive on out of here.” 
 
    Clay went all bug-eyed.  “What?  Are you blind or stupid?  That there axel is as busted as—” 
 
    I walked to the wagon and picked it up by the corner using my dragon-born strength.  Winter followed, picked up the wheel, and slid it on.  He turned to Sackett.  “You’ll have to put the hub back together.  Not my line of work.” 
 
    Obadiah Sackett came over, got down on one knee, and looked a long time at the axel.  He shook his head, as if waking from a dream, and got to work.  When he finished, I set down the wagon.  The settlers continued to stare at me.   
 
    Sackett said, “There’s something not quite natural about you two.” 
 
    One of the women came up, herding two children in front of her.  She clutched a worn black bible in her hands.  There was a feverish light in her eyes.  She whispered loudly to the men.   “’Course they ain’t natural.  They always come in twos, sent by Providence.  Where’s your manners?  They done us a good turn.  Show some gratitude!” 
 
    Winter smiled at her.  “Don’t think anything of it.  You folks still have a long trail ahead.  You should get moving before more adversity comes along.” 
 
    The woman reached out a shaky hand.  “Wait, before you go, do me one favor, and say a blessing over my children.” 
 
    Winter backed up, looking at me.  “Go ahead.” 
 
    Oh, you ripe bastard!  I’ll get you for this. 
 
    I looked down at a girl and boy, roughly the same ages.  I reached out, a hand on each of their heads.  I drew golden dragon magic from my core and channeled it to my hands.  A soft, heavenly glow crowned them.  I didn’t try to do anything with the magic, just let it dance on them, but I noticed that their blue eyes went green, then yellow.   
 
    Damn.  There goes the temporal stability of the multi-verse.  I willed the eyes to go back to normal.  Double damn.  Can’t fix it. 
 
    I cut off the magic.  The glow died.  Their eyes darkened to an antique gold tint.  I stared hard.  “Listen to me.  It isn’t easy to be marked, to be different, and have more common folk wondering about you.  Whispering.  A life is open to you that should have ended here.  Be strong!  Others will need that strength.” 
 
    “Did you bless them, or curse them!” Clay demanded. 
 
    “Sometimes,” Winter said, “one can look an awful lot like the other.  It takes a discerning heart to know the difference.” 
 
    I said, “Indians are coming.  Reload the wagon and get out of here.”  Clay and Sackett understood that.  They got to work with a vengeance.  I caught the woman as she was about to go and put out the fire.  “Hey, wasn’t there another child here before?” 
 
    She turned back to me.  “No, we have only the two among us,” a sly expression crossed her face, “but another child wouldn’t be unwelcome.” 
 
    I offered her a weak smile and a lie.  “I’ll, uh, see what I can do.” 
 
    She smiled and hurried off. 
 
    Winter strolled up to me.  “There was a third child, a girl.  She had dusky skin, maybe Mexican.  These people don’t seem to know she was travelling with them.” 
 
    “Maybe Egyptian.  The Eyes of Bastet had to be carried to this country by someone.” 
 
    “Someone who doesn’t want to be found,” Winter said.  
 
    I said, “Makes sense if she’s the Voice of Bastet in this timeline.” 
 
    He drew in a deep breath.  “There is a strong scent of bobcat.”   
 
    “Could be leopard.  Do you know the difference?” 
 
    He shook his head no.  “I don’t meet many wereleopards.  The Prides of our time have traits that are more from domesticated cats.” 
 
    “No such thing,” I said.  “House cats only pretend to be tame until their so-called owners aren’t around.” 
 
    I walked along the rough road, getting some distance from the wagons and settlers.  Colt faded in.  He said, “I’m bending light.  The kids just saw you vanish into thin air.  At this point, I don’t think it matters.” 
 
    “What about the missing girl?” Winter asked. 
 
    “And did you get the Eyes?” I asked. 
 
    “No, and no.  She’s using them to hide from me.  At times, I can almost see a shadow moving off to the side.  I turn, and there’s nothing there, except I know there is.  Anyway, she’s gone now.  I spotted some tracks heading off into the desert.  I hope she’ll be all right.” 
 
    I nodded.  “The Eyes won’t feed her, or keep the sun off her, but they might show her where to go to stay alive.  Cat shifters do eventually show up in Sacramento, Kat’s ancestors.” 
 
    “So, what do we do about the missing girl?” Winter asked.  “Especially if she doesn’t let us find her?” 
 
    I shrugged, listening to the wagons moving off at last.  “It might not matter that we didn’t get the actual eyes.  All we have to do is go back and put word out that we did recover them.  The skin-walker’s thinking we have them is just as good as us actually having them, so far as laying a trap is concerned.  We can probably manufacture a fake and imbue it with enough magic to make it feel authentic from a distance.” 
 
    Colt stared at me a little desperately.  “But the girl.  She might die.  And I’m the one who drove her off.  It will be my fault, like I killed her.” 
 
    I lifted my brows.  “And?” 
 
    He frowned at me.  “We’re staying until we find her, or I know she’s somewhere safe.” 
 
    I looked at Winter.   
 
    He glared back at me, looking just as determined.   
 
    If Colt went off on a tangent, there wasn’t much I could do.  He had the leverage since I needed him to get back to my time.  Also, I knew better than to give an order to subordinates that wouldn’t be obeyed.  I didn’t want to start that precedent. 
 
    I sighed.  “Fine, but don’t you think we should deal with these Indians first?” 
 
    Light stopped bending, making Angie visible on the road.  She was humanoid, covered with reddish brown fur, with her knees turned backward as she stood upright in her lovely red dress.  Coming straight at her, galloping down the road on their mounts, were six Indians.  The one in the lead was a Mohave Indian, distinctively painted with white bands up his limbs and torso.  He grimaced at Angie, flailing his horse savagely to keep it moving against its better instincts.  The Indian intended to ride her down. 
 
    “Not as scared as I’d hoped,” I said 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Why do people, who aren’t me, have 
 
    to use so much magic all the time?” 
 
      
 
                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Winter and I ran toward the confrontation. 
 
    Angie leaped over the lead horse, using his screaming, foam-flicked head as a stepping-stone.  She slammed into the white-banded Mohave Indian, sweeping him backwards.  They fell over the rump of the horse, tumbled to the dusty trail, and rolled to avoid the pounding hooves of other horses.  From their fearful squeals and rolling eyes, none of them wanted anything to do with a wolf in a red dress.   
 
    The mounted Indians kept going, fighting to control their horses.  They passed me and went a couple dozen more feet. 
 
    Winter ran toward Angie to back her up. 
 
    I stopped and took off my coat, dropping it to the trail.  I unbuttoned my tucked-in shirt and let it dangle from my belt where it wouldn’t get ripped and bloodied from what I was about to do.  I focused on my shoulder blades, popping bone spurs out of my back, shredding skin.  The bone spur continued to grow.  Blood vessels and muscle filled out expanding ribbing as dragon wings formed.  It hurt, but what is pain but an appetizer to carnage?  My hands formed themselves into claws.  Fine scales erupted on my forearms and chest, a bit of natural armor I hadn’t expected.  I concentrated on my skin, trying to extend the scaled protection as much as possible, as fast as possible. 
 
    Lathery skin grew over my dragon wings. I beat them furiously, fighting for height, whipping up a cloud of dust. 
 
    Leaving the Mohave Indian to Angie and Winter, I hovered over the road, blocking the way back to the rest of the Indians that had finally settled their horses—until the horses saw me and started acting up again.   
 
    Horses really are quite intelligent. 
 
    My inner dragon looked out of my eyes.  He said: Tasty, too. 
 
    They Indians didn’t like Angie much.  They liked me and my dragon wings even less.  The Indians yelled to each other in the gibberish they spoke.  Reaching a quick consensus, they turned their mounts toward the wilderness and hauled ass out of there.  They headed roughly the same way our missing girl had gone, but I trusted the Eyes of Bastet to protect her. 
 
    Colt, however, listened to his child’s heart.  He went after the escaping Indians, getting an early start on finding the missing girl. 
 
    So much for being a strategic thinker. 
 
    Turning, I flew toward Winter and Angie.  She’d gone full wolf in the heat of battle, ripping her dress completely off.  Winter stayed in human form since the time needed for his change would have left him vulnerable.  His face had grown coarser with amber-lit eyes, and his hands were claws, but that was it. 
 
    The medicine man’s horse was long gone. The Indian crouched, his knife slashing the air to fend off Angie.  It wasn’t the knife doing it.  The Indian wore silver necklaces, and wristbands.  Werewolves were sensitive to the metal.  Allergic.  Winter hung back, edging toward the Indian’s blind spot. 
 
    I landed on the road, staying back from a fight that was congested enough.  The Indian knew he couldn’t out run a wolf.  Staying and fighting was his only real option.  Well, maybe he had one more: I saw his free hand clenching a piece of skin that looked like it was covered in beads that formed black and orange bands. 
 
    A bad feeling swamped me.  I listened to my instincts.  “Skin-walker!” 
 
    Angie had gone too far into her wolf to listen, but Winter shot me a questioning glance.   
 
    I yelled to him, “What kind of skin is that he’s holding?  Beaded lizard?” 
 
    Winter’s stare locked onto the skin as the Indian danced around with his knife, fending Angie off.   
 
    Winter’s roughened voice said, “Gila monster.” 
 
    Pressed to the stomach of the Indian, the reptile skin fluttered, stretching, and clinging so that it magically swallowed the Indian.  In a moment, he went from man to armored monster.  His white bands became orange and black.  His wedge-shaped head had obsidian eyes in a black-scaled face.  His jaws parted, revealing back-facing teeth that were wicked meat hooks.  The Indian slowed, as if speed had been sacrificed for protection.  His offensive smell intensified.  He could no longer grip the knife.  It fell to the ground, but he acquired clawed hands, which were even more dangerous.   
 
    Wrinkling her nose at the smell, Angie backed off so we had a temporary stalemate.   
 
    Winter lived here in the desert.  I trusted his judgment.  “What are we dealing with?” I asked. 
 
    He said, “Venom similar to diamondback rattler, but they can’t inject it.  Gilas latch on and worry you until the poison seeps from bottom teeth into you.  Once they bite, they often flip on their back to open the wound and help the poison spread.  You lose blood pressure, swell up, get lethargic.  Poison can rupture internal organs.” 
 
    I yelled, “You and Angie get back.  I have strong immunity to most venoms.” 
 
    Dragons start out tough.  I was only half dragon, but I had recently been enslaved to a naga harem.  Having survived the snake-shifters, my body had been strengthened.  I was far more invulnerable since the experience.  It was true that I’d never been bitten by a Gila monster, but odds were good I could deal with it, if it happened. 
 
    Winter went around behind me to make sure Angie stayed back, as I rushed the skin-walker. 
 
    It hissed, lunging at me with an open maw.   
 
    Using full dragon strength, I claw-slapped the side of its head.  It spun with the blow, smacking me with its stubby tail as it flopped to the ground and rolled off the road.  The blow I received rocked my senses a moment.  I shook it off and staggered after my prey.   
 
    Calling on shadow magic caused a blotch on my chest scales.  The blackness refined itself into the fey symbol for storm-fire.  I hadn’t tried this out yet, but I was almost positive it would work like my old Dragon Fire tatt, except I’d have lightning instead of flame.  I normally couldn’t use lightning without a full change to dragon.  I hoped that was no longer true. 
 
    Golden dragon magic welled out of my chest scales, powering up the spell, as I reached the skin-walker.  He lay on his back, eyes nearly closed, drooling mouth open, hissing softly.  He was slower, less strong, and he knew it now.  He certainly couldn’t fly after me if I went airborne.  I figured he was playing wounded to lure me in close. 
 
    Sure enough, as I set a foot down close to his head, he lunged for it.  Expecting this, I collapsed the joint, and drove my knee into the side of his head, pinning it to the earth.  Like swimming on the loose soil, his clawed arms flailed at me. 
 
    “Watch out!” Winter yelled. 
 
    I didn’t need to.  I had lightning breath.  Electrical fire surged up my throat.  I tasted melted copper.  Fire burst off my lips as jags of gold that bleached the world, and burnt the air, making ozone.  Storm-fire filled the space between me and the Skin-walker.  The bolts played wildly, gouging the ground, leaping skyward, curving back to earth again.  Some of my own lightning grounded into my body, harmlessly returning home. 
 
    I heard Angie growl and Winer curse. 
 
    Oh, yeah, I hadn’t warned them, had I? 
 
    Reptile teeth were blasted out of the skin-walker’s mouth.  His body burned, black smoke made a formidable stink.  Chunks of him flew far and wide.   
 
    Scratch one monster. 
 
    I cut off the storm-fire and backed away from the cratered kill-site.  Turning, I looked for Angie and Winter.  They were a good distance off.  Angie—still in wolf form—lay on her belly.  Winter lay possessively across her.  Both glared at me in a less than friendly way. 
 
     “A little warning next time,” Winter said.  
 
    Angie huffed agreement. 
 
    I smiled.  “Sorry.  I didn’t know that attack would be so powerful.” 
 
    Winter picked himself up off the ground, then helped Angie.  She stood on all fours and shook the dust from her red-brown coat.  Her amber wolf eyes burned at me.  Unfortunately, I had no doggie treats to offer as an apology. 
 
    Winter asked, “What now?” 
 
    I smiled at Angie.  “Now we put my favorite bitch to work.” 
 
    Winter glared.  “Favorite bitch?” 
 
    “She’s a female, and my favorite wolf.  The term is accurate,” I said. 
 
    He said, “I know.  It just sounds really bad when you say it.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes.  “Angie.  Find that little girl’s trail.  Colt went after her.  Hopefully we’ll find them near each other.  He is our way back home.  Let that thought motivate you both.”  
 
    Without another word, or growl, they went along the road until we reached the point where the wagons had been.  The shifters peered over the rocky ground.  Angie had a better nose as a full wolf and stood lower to the ground.  She did the serious sniffing, giving another lupine huff when she found the girl’s tracks heading away.  Angie ran, but not full out.  She used an easy lope that Winter matched, drawing on his inner wolf’s strength.   
 
    I beat my leathery wings and struggled aloft until I found a good thermal wind to carry me in a rising glide. 
 
    The turkey vultures saw me coming and got out of my way, veering sharply for the ground where pieces of Gila monster finished reverting to human remains. 
 
    Bon appetite. 
 
    I floated in the sky, gliding effortlessly after Angie and Winter.  They were dots on the ground, until I focused and my eyes took on some of the traits of a true dragon.  The dots exploded into larger focus.  I didn’t expect a long hunt.  The little girl might be a were-cat since she had the Eyes, but shifting wouldn’t do more than make her a leopard or panther cub.  She wouldn’t have an adult shifter’s strength and endurance.  And in fur, she’d feel the heat even more.  No, I expected her to stay in human form and to rely on the Eyes of Bastet for protection. 
 
    I hoped Colt would find her first and get a handle on how to pierce her protection.  As a kid himself, he had the best chance of making friends with the girl.  Historically, cats and wolves don’t get along any better than cats and dogs.   
 
    I couldn’t help but wonder why a small kid—all alone—would travel half the world to reach the Wild West.  Who told her this was a good idea?  And what did she hope to find here?  I had a sneaking suspicion that she was on a divine mission for her goddess.   
 
    And Bastet is supposed to care about kids. 
 
    Time passed.  It stayed hot.  My mouth dried.  I began to hallucinate icy pitchers of margaritas.  They taunted me by dancing just out of reach.  Pissed, I destroyed the mental images, and focused on scanning the desert.  I returned my fingers to human form, figuring I’d be less scary to the girl that way.  I’d ditch the wings, too, when I no longer needed them. 
 
    Dad.  The thought burst into my mind. 
 
    Yes, Colt. 
 
    You guys are close.  Keep Angie and Winter back.  I’m handling this. 
 
    Sure.  Where are you exactly? 
 
    He sent a mental image of a rocky hill surrounded by Yucca.  There were a few giant fingers of rock connected by a slab of rock that had fallen against them.   
 
    I looked for the place, knowing it must be near Angie and Winter.  I swooped down, dropping in front of Angie. 
 
    She skidded to a stop. 
 
    I held up a hand to signal she needed to wait. 
 
    Winter ran up behind her.  He stopped and bent forward, hands resting above his knees as he recovered his breath.  Not wanting my voice to travel, I spoke very low, knowing the wolves would hear.   
 
    “She’s close.  Let’s try not to panic her.  Divine relics in fear-crazed hands can be tricky to deal with.”  I pointed off to the standing stones.  “We’ll give Colt a shot first.”   
 
    Winter nodded his understanding. 
 
    Angie lay down in the dirt, panting. 
 
    There was a small flash of red-copper light between Angie and me.  When it cleared away, there was a metal mixing bowl filled with ice and water.  Several bottles of beer were inside, and a pink pitcher for me to guzzle.  I smelled margarita:  tequila, lime and triple sec 
 
    Teary eyed, I choked up a little.  I have the best son ever. 
 
    Angie lapped at the ice, her muzzle sinking deeper to get to the water.  Winter pulled out a beer and twisted off the cap.  He took a long pull and sighed with satisfaction.  I pulled out the pitcher and started to work on it. 
 
    My inner dragon cocked his head at me, his eyes gold stars in the back shadows of my mind.  He said: It’s not that he’s being considerate.  He’s bribing you guys to stay out of his way.  He knows your usual methods of dealing with people. 
 
    I know.  It’s just that I see so much of me in him.   
 
    Hmmmm. 
 
    I asked my dragon: You think he can get through to the kid?  I’d really hate to just go in blasting.  The relic might get damaged. 
 
    My inner dragon rippled, a kind of shrug.  Colt is my kid, too, so I hope he’s smarter than you. 
 
    Colt’s thoughts burst into my inner conversation.  Will you guys shut up.  I’m trying to concentrate here.  Think about someone else. 
 
    I lifted eyebrows.  Then lifted the pitcher and gulped icy refreshment.  It really was the best use of my time.   
 
    Thought formed a cold, black patch of shadow on my back.  I shaped the configuration for my bi-location spell, and warmed the pattern with golden dragon magic.  I wanted to watch Colt up close, but I didn’t want to stop drinking to do it.  Activating the spell let me do both.  While my body remained with the pitcher, a second, ghostly me floated free.  This version of me didn’t have dragon wings, but still flew toward the rocks that sheltered the little girl with the Eyes of Bastet. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Virtue is such a clever trick, few suspect it.” 
 
      
 
                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Just behind Colt, I floated in the air, in my astral form.  Disembodied, I could see his aura; a haze of red-copper light that swirled across his skin.  I looked past him, through a tangle of brush, I saw a little bit of homespun clothing, it’s dustiness blending in well to the surrounding environment.  There was no aura on her.  I attributed this to the Eyes of Bastet shielding her.   
 
    The rocks blocked the hot sun, not the cooling wind.  I could see why someone would hole up here.  The thorny brush and the spiky yucca made a protective screen that the girl had barely managed to crawl under.  She probably felt safe from anyone bigger than her, but she wasn’t safe at all.   
 
    The easy way to get a ship out of the bottle is to break the glass.  There are numerous magical answers that wouldn’t leave much here but a crater.  If it comes to it, I’ll be the bad guy, but we’ll save that for last.  I don’t really want to risk destroying the relic I need. 
 
    Colt looked over his shoulder at me.  His irritation crackled like red-copper lightning through my astral form, distorting me like an image in a Fun House mirror.   
 
    Hey!  Cut that out. 
 
    Ignoring me again, he reached into his front hoodie pocket and pulled out a little plastic chair that only a doll could sit on.  His hands kept returning to his pocket.  Soon, there were two chairs with a little table between them.  He added tiny saucers, teacups, and napkins to the table.  Then he pulled out a ragdoll with red-yarn hair and a red dress.  He put her on one of the chairs.  His hand went back in his front pocket and pulled out a little stuffed bear with black-button eyes.  The bear took the second chair.  Lastly, Colt pulled out a little teapot. 
 
    Kinda hot for a tea party.   
 
    Colt looked back at me and I read his lips: “Everybody’s a critic.”   
 
    He turned his head toward the ragdoll. I floated to the side so I could still make out his words.   
 
    He said, “What’s that, Ragdoll?  You’d rather have an ice-cold can of watermelon soda?  Why, I think I just may have one of those in my pocket.” 
 
    I wouldn’t be surprised if he had a Doctor Who extra-spatial dimension in there, too.  Same sort Santa Claus uses in his bag of endless toys.  I need to find out who’s selling the ESDs and get me a few. 
 
    Colt pulled out a pink can beaded with condensation.  He pulled the tab.  I imagined the usual pop and fizz, unable to actually hear it without my physical body.  I saw a flinch of movement in the girl’s little nest.  This had to be the first time she’d ever seen a pop-top can.  
 
    He poured a little fizzy pink into the teacups.  He then took a sip off the can, closing his eyes in bliss, no doubt making a yummy sound in his throat.  The ragdoll moved on her own, like that was the most natural thing in the world.  She pulled her cup over, lifted it, and seemed to drink.   
 
    I wonder if Colt gave her a yummy sound in her throat. 
 
    His thought wiggled me like Jell-O: I’m the director here; butt out. 
 
    Try to help someone…! 
 
    He offered the can to Mr. Bear. 
 
    Mr. Bear slid off his chair and took the can in a bear hug.  He turned and tottered off slowly with the burden.  The bear had no problem walking to where the girl had crawled.  I didn’t have a good view, so I willed myself to float lower, hovering just off the ground.  Mr. Bear set the can down, and used the back of a paw to wipe non-existent sweat off his brow.  His task done, he marched back, chest swelling with pride.  He took his seat and reached for his own cup of soda. 
 
    I saw a tiny girl’s hand pick up the can, pulling it from sight. 
 
    Colt ran through the whole thing a second time with a package of frosted oatmeal cookies.  A cookie went on a plate for Ragdoll and Mr. Bear. 
 
    You’re not going to offer me one. 
 
    Colt said: You can’t eat it now anyway. 
 
    It’s still polite to offer. 
 
    Do you want a cookie? 
 
    No, but thanks for offering. 
 
    Colt shook his head sadly.  Sometimes, I just want to beat you with a stick.  Mom could have done so much better. 
 
    Irritating their kids is one of the few perks of being a parent.  You’ll find out yourself one day. 
 
    Mr. Bear got off his little plastic chair and stood at attention.  Colt held out three cookies, pressed sideways in a stack.  The bear took them between his paws and marched them into the girl’s nest.  He held them up, waiting.  After a long while, the girl reached out and took them from his paws. 
 
    Colt was teaching her that she could interact with us and the world wouldn’t end. 
 
    So, what’s next? I wondered. 
 
    Colt’s thoughts answered my question: I’m going to ease all of us ahead in time.  Evening’s going to come fast.  I’ve already warned Aunt Angie. 
 
    The sun visibly moved in the sky, as if someone had made a time-lapse film and we were in it.  The shadows on the ground moved as well.  From my removed body, I had a feeling of growing thirst and knew the pitcher had gone dry.  The sun settled low in the sky, losing its white-yellow blaze, becoming red.  Moments later, the sun was half hidden by a mountain range.  The sky over us had deepened to a dark blue.  White wisps of cloud swam by, their bellies pink from the sunset. 
 
    With time reset, playtime ended.  Colt put away his toys, leaving not the slightest bulge in his hoodie pocket.  He stood slowly and wandered around the area, gathering wood for a fire.  His thoughts touched me: There’s not going to be much to see for a while.  I’m going to spread some blankets out by a fire and wait.  The cold of the night will help us.  I want her to come out because it’s her idea.  I want her to trust me.   
 
    Seems like a lot of work to get something we could just steal. 
 
    Colt’s took a deep breath and sighed.  It’s better this way.  I know it’s hard for you to understand because you’re not of the anime generation.  You don’t believe in the power of love and friendship.  You can trample the world, but not make it better. 
 
    I’m a demon lord.  It’s the world’s job to make itself better.   
 
    Hah!  And you call me a child. 
 
    I stuck my astral tongue out at him, but sadly, he wasn’t looking.  You think she’ll get cold and come out to the fire tonight.  I smiled.  Have you considered that a were-kitty will simply grow fur?  And once she thinks you’re asleep, won’t she just crawl out of there and hightail it to parts unknown? 
 
    The lack of an answer told me I was right.  His optimism had caused him not to think things through.  For all his demigod power, he remained a naïve nine-year old boy. 
 
    Good thing you have a disappointing father to help you understand about life. 
 
    Building a nest of twigs, with larger branches nearby, sitting on a sun-bleached bit of log he’d found somewhere, he failed to respond. 
 
    Probably not yet convinced.   
 
    I sighed with lungs I didn’t really have.  Giving up on the power of love and friendship is always a major hurdle in growing up.  Not that I’d had much love or friendship growing up.  I decided not to push the issue.  Colt could stay a kid as long as he wanted, because he was my kid, and I would protect him with every last blackened bit of my withered, godless soul, because even monsters love—whether they admit it or not. 
 
    Colt stiffened, one hand poised over the twigs, and turned to look at me.  There was pain on his face, a hint of tears in his eyes.  You’re not a monster. 
 
    Take a poll sometime.  There are a lot of people who’d disagree with you. 
 
    A look of fierceness tightened his face.  Well, what if you are?  Sometimes, it takes a monster to keep down all the rest. 
 
    I considered what he’d said.  Once I’ve conquered the universe, and my time is past, you can put that on whatever monument is built in my honor. 
 
    “I will!”  He turned back to his sticks.  A few thin jags of red-copper lightning zipped off his fingertips and fire fed on the wood.  He glanced quickly at the little girl back in her nest.  I thought she might have made a startled sound at his finger lightning.  Maybe Colt had just become a god in her eyes.  I doubted the Eyes of Bastet would show her anything different.   
 
    He smiled at her, still not trying any words.  Maybe he thought they’d just get in the way.  It was actually possible the little girl might not know much English.  There was no way to know how long she’d been in the new world, or where she came from before that. 
 
    Okay, I said.  I’m going back to the others, and to my body.  If she takes off on you, wake us up before you go after her.  We’ll want to follow.   
 
    He nodded.  “This might take a few days.” 
 
    Fortunately, we had them.  Colt could return us to the future a second after we left.  The time spent in the past wouldn’t have passed for those we’d left behind. 
 
    I felt a weird, tearing pain that I shouldn’t have been able to feel as a ghost.  My astral form flickered, dimming slightly. 
 
    WTF!  
 
    Something had just gone really wrong with me.  I followed the magic tether toward the dragon I’d left behind and found the magic line broken, the new end flapping and frayed.  
 
    Oh, crap! 
 
    I continued on to where I’d left my human form.  The mixing bowl of ice water had been kicked over, soaking the parched earth.  There was a campfire nearby, showing Winter had been busy.  I saw my body rolling on the ground, grappling with both Angie and Winter.  The dragon wings I’d grown were hampering whoever had taken me over.  They had yet to figure out how to work them. 
 
    Angie had given up on wolf form at some point and was now beautifully naked, an expression of blood-rage on her face.  There was a look of madness on my own face that I didn’t remember leaving there.  Angie and I seemed to be doing our best to kill each other.   
 
    I wondered who’d stolen my body while I was out of it.  In astral form, I could see the energy crackling around my body: an unhealthy and unstable acid green.  That was the only clue I had.  The aura was similar to that of a naga snake-shifter, but not exactly a match.  I’d been hi-jacked by a poisoned soul, and wasn’t sure what I could do about it. 
 
    My body kicked out.   
 
    Winter went flying a considerable distance, which told me whoever had my body was learning exactly how much dragon strength he had.   
 
    Hitting hard, Winter slid, his head struck a rock.  He looked stunned, going still.  Even in human form, werewolves are hard to kill.  But it might be a minute or two before he pulled himself together. 
 
    I was just glad the body-stealer didn’t know how to use my dragon and shadow magics.  Physical power was all he seemed to have.  That and my lusty appreciation for a naked woman.  He had Angie pinned under him, face down, her arms crossed behind her back.  He had a knee in the small of her back.  He settled lower, adding more weight to pin her arms behind her.   
 
    My left arm curled around Angie’s neck, pulling her head back.  Her face was a mask of bestial fury, on the way to become a wolf’s face with sharp teeth.  My lips nuzzled her exposed ear.  My human teeth bit down, hard, marking her, drawing blood and a snarl from her.   
 
    Whoever was in my body laughed.  He said, “I take your skin.  Wear it.  You no stop me.  Take white woman first!”  His free hand released her throat and slid under her, squeezing her tit with bruising fingers. 
 
    I floated over to him, hauled back, and threw a punch as if I still had physical form.  My ghost-fist shone with golden light dimmed and dulled by flame-shaped shadows.  Ignited by both of my magics, my ghost-fist vanished into the side of my fleshly head.  My body didn’t move the smallest bit as my fist came out the other side.  But I’d jarred loose the ghost riding me.  I pushed myself back inside my body, completely dislodging the thief.   
 
    I saw the poison-green, astral form of the Mohave skin-walker who’d worn the Gila monster skin.  He howled in silent rage, clawing at me, but my body was now closed to him, my soul back in place, and in control.  His paling hands went into my flesh and out again, doing no harm.  The spirit faded out completely, but I still sensed his presence fouling the air.   
 
    In my body, I just couldn’t see him anymore.  “Hurry on to hell,” I told him.  “We don’t have time for you.” 
 
    Winter and Angie both tackled me, slamming me to the ground.   
 
    “Easy,” I said.  “I’m back.  The ghost is out of my body.”   
 
    Angie pulled back, releasing me.  “I say we stomp on him a few times, just to be sure.”  She winced, inspecting her reddened tit.   
 
    “Sorry about all that.  It was the medicine man we killed.  His spirit took over while I was elsewhere.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Winter got off me.  There was still an amber light in his eyes, a lust for blood.   
 
    A trickle of red streaked the side of his face.  I said, “You should have Angie look at that.” 
 
    My comment got her wrathful stare off me, bringing out a lover’s concern that softened her face quite a bit, driving back her inner wolf.   
 
    Instead of enjoying it, he waved off her attention.  “I’m fine.” 
 
    Idiot. 
 
    I picked myself up and while I was at it, I let the dragon wings slough off as I became fully human.  I also made a mental note to never, ever use the bi-location spell ever again.   
 
    Unless absolutely necessary. 
 
    I stared at them.  “Hey, I seem to have worked up an appetite.  What are the odds one of you guys could go chase down a rabbit or two?” 
 
    Angie’s face was back to angry.  “I’ll do it.  I really feel like killing something now.”  She stomped off and began the slow process that would eventually turn her into a four-footed hunter.  Winter stripped off his clothes, following her example.   
 
    His naked ass held no interest, so I averted my eyes, heading off to hunt up more wood for our fire. Desert nights get cold. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    “Go away; I’m disturbed enough as it is.” 
 
      
 
                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    My inner dragon already had one of my eyelids slit open so he could keep watch as I slept.  He saw the blue light first as it filled our camp, bringing me fully awake, causing me to open the other eye. The fire had warmed my back while the desert night chilled my front.  From somewhere behind me, I heard Angie and Winter stirring as well.  They’d been nice and toasty, having stayed in wolf form after bringing home fresh caught rabbits for dinner. 
 
    Winter might overreact, assuming this to be a magical attack. 
 
    “It’s all right.”  I rolled face down and pushed myself to my feet, standing.  “It’s just Izumi portaling in.” 
 
    A dark tunnel appeared inside the disc of light.  Izumi stepped out of it.  The disc dwindled behind her and vanished.  She stumbled a step.  Moving at dragon speed, I caught and held her.  Her grip on me was tight.   
 
    Her eyes sought mine.  “Strange, that took more out of me than I expected.  And my scrying spell only had a weak lock on you.  I wasn’t sure I’d even find you.” 
 
    “That, my love, is because you portalled though both time and space, and you don’t have Colt’s strength for it.  Come sit by the fire and rest a bit.”  I guided her over to the blanket and pillow Colt had provided. 
 
    “Time?  So, when are we?” 
 
    I’d been wondering about time myself.  From the placement of the stars in the clear night sky, I knew it was early morning.  I could have used another three hours of sleep.  I yawned. “Late 1800’s.”   
 
    “And what are you still doing, hanging out in the Wild West?  Are you sure you’re not avoiding me?”  Her eyes narrowed as she stared into my face.  “Are you thinking that my kid won’t measure up to Selena’s?  Or maybe the thought of me, fat as a heifer, disgusts you?” 
 
    Actually, that last was quite true, but I had enough sense of self-preservation to lie.  “Why, that’s not true at all!  We’re on an important mission.”  I held both her hands as she eased herself down to my bedding.  “You can ask Angie.” 
 
    “She’s one of those two wolves there, slinking off into the darkness?” 
 
    I looked, my dragon eyes seeing them clearly as they loped off into the wilderness.  The traitors were abandoning me to my fate. 
 
    Izumi gave me a frosty smile, making the desert even colder.  “Smart girl.  She knows I’m going to want some alone time with you.” 
 
    Looming over her, I looked out in the desert, away from where the wolves had gone.  “Don’t get your hopes up.” 
 
    “I’m going to get something up, I promise you!” 
 
    I looked down, startled, feeling her hands on my crotch.  She unzipped me.  “I always get what I want.  I’m a queen of Fairy.  No one tells me no.” 
 
    “You should wait until we’re not under attack.” 
 
    She paused, one hand inside my pants, cold fingers wrapped around my joystick.  “Who’s attacking?” 
 
    Besides you? 
 
    “After Angie and Winter took off to frolic in the desert, I’d heard movement outside of camp.  “There are a couple of renegade Indians working their way closer.  They probably plan to gut me with a knife, then to take turns plundering your charms.  They probably figure you’d make a fetching squaw.” 
 
    Indians are superstitious.  They’re afraid of dying at night, and of their ghosts not finding the way to the happy hunting ground.  But Izumi was a rare beauty.  I could see why they’d take a chance. 
 
    “But I arrived by magic.  Who would be stupid enough to mess with me?” 
 
    “You’re forgetting the male warrior’s ego.  They come in fast, kill me, get their dicks buried in you, and you’ll be too grateful for cock to cause problems.  The small head is always sure it can handle everything.” 
 
    I understood because I was the same way. 
 
    She had my small head out of my pants along with my stiffening length.  In the back of my mind, I heard my cock speaking: Resistance is futile.  Me and the boys need this. 
 
    That confused me.  The boys? 
 
    A high-pitched voice answered: Ball One! 
 
    And I’m Ball Two! 
 
    In unison, they said: Together, we’re the Testosterone Brothers. 
 
    WTF!  It’s bad enough I have an inner dragon in my thoughts all the time and a talking cock, now I’ve got Yin and Yang popping off?  Give me a break, would ya? 
 
    Hey, my cock protested, you ever figure that we’re kinda stuck with you, too?  Don’t be hating. 
 
    Two Indians burst into camp, running straight for us.  They were from the war party we’d fought the day before.  The rest of the Indians had been smart enough to keep running.  Unless they were messing with Colt.   
 
    My inner dragon said: That I’d like to see. 
 
    Izumi glared at the interruption.  An icy blue light seeped from her pores.  The ground the Indians ran on iced over.  A hard frost made white men out of them.  They slipped a little, fought on into the bitter cold, and died on their feet, encased in ice.  Once the ice melted, gravity would pull them to the ground for critters to feed on.  The turkey vultures would be grateful. 
 
    My cock sang the Circle of Life. 
 
    My inner dragon yelled at him: Shut up.  You’re off key. 
 
    My cock sighed.  It’s so hard being me. 
 
    I was about to tell them all to shut the fuck up when I got distracted; Izumi slid my cock down her throat, her fingers curling around my balls.  The tip of my cock hit the back of her throat.  Her throat muscles swallowed and I made the downward turn, getting deep-throated.  While usually a good thing, this time I hadn’t prepared.  Her ice magic made her a walking freezer.  I needed to take precautions so my cock wouldn’t get freezer burned. 
 
    Hurriedly, I formed a patch of shadow on my chest and mentally shaped the pattern for my Dragon Fire spell.  A little golden dragon magic energized the spell with a tingle.  The advantage doing things this way was I no longer paid a price in pain for the magic I needed, but the cost remained for my last two inked tatts.  I kept the fire magic turned way down to get a good internal heat without actually bursting into flame. 
 
    My heat and Izumi’s cold balanced out so I felt only as cold as was reasonable in the early desert morning, while her skin felt cool, damp with condensation, no longer a threat to my cock.  At first, it was weird getting a blowjob while two Indian-sicles watched with dead, frosted eyes.  By the fourth stroke, I just said fuck it, closed my eyes, and enjoyed.  I grew even larger in her mouth, until she was forced to back off.   
 
    My dragon DNA couldn’t have given my Villager additional height.  Oh, no, that would have made life a little easier.  I was small for a dragon so I was small for a human, but in compensation, I had an endowment that truly deserved the nickname Monster.  Roused, he demanded: More!  More!  More!   
 
    I was glad that voice echoed only in my own head.  It would have freaked Izumi out otherwise. 
 
    My cock asked: What’s the hold up? 
 
    Izumi had pulled back, leaving me wet and jutting, while she hurriedly stripped off the evening dress she’d come in.  I took the opportunity to shed my own clothing, and kneel on the blanket, facing her.   
 
    Her fey glamour had dropped.  She no longer looked like a Japanese snow woman, a disguise she’ developed in the years hiding from her mom, having run off from Fairy.  The two were reconciled now, but the Asian persona had become part of Izumi, a favorite role to play.  But now her hair had gone from black to white.  Her black eyes were blue ice, and no longer had the extra eye folds, losing her Asian look.  Her spectacular tits remained unchanged as did the rest of her figure; a point of honesty she’d always clung to.   
 
    She lay back on the blanket, painted orange by the firelight, a smile of invitation on her blue lips.  The smile died.  “This is not very comfortable.  I don’t think you got all the rocks moved out from under the blanket.  Something’s poking me, and not in a good way.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “It’s the desert.  With my recent changes to dragon, my skin’s toughened up.  I hadn’t actually noticed much discomfort.”  I crawled between her legs and rested my right hand on her left hip.  My Monster scrapped over the lips of her vagina as I leaned in, left hand flat to the blanket.   
 
    “A man of steel?  You’re turning into Superman?” 
 
    “I’ve always been Superman.  My endurance is legendary.  And he only wishes he was hung like me.”  My right hand slid from her hip, along her side, up to the lovely swell of her left breast.  A fingertip rounded her nipple, teasing its pebbly hardness. 
 
    “Uh, no, not working.  The ground’s too hard.” 
 
    “Fine, I have no problem with being underneath.”  I scooped her at the waist, lifting.  Her hands locked together behind my neck.  I rocked backwards, pulling her against me.  Her mound rubbed my cock as she straddled my thighs.  Her tits were in my face, soft, ripe, succulent.  I suckled, nipping with teeth, licking, then moved my head to give the other breast equal attention.  
 
    Izumi gasped in pleasure.  She moaned.  “Oh, yes!” 
 
    My cock said: In.  I’m supposed to go in. 
 
    In! Ball One echoed. 
 
    In! Ball Two said. 
 
    I said: Yeah, I know.  I was just glad my dragon half didn’t feel the need to offer pointers. 
 
    Izumi’s forearms rested on my shoulders, her knees took her weight as she rose, readjusting her slit for my entrance.  I helped out by gripping her delightful ass in both hands, squeezing with appreciation.   
 
    “Damn!” she said.  “Have you gotten bigger?” 
 
    My cock said: Well, duh! 
 
    “Something about a naked woman has that effect on me.” I let my tongue chase beads of condensation on her tits.  One of her hands went down between us, gripping my cock, adjusting the angle.  I felt the damp lips of her chilled vagina parting around my cock.  I pushed. 
 
    She gasped, not in a happy way.  “Wait, wait.  It hurts.” 
 
    I lowered her onto her back, hefting her ass into the air.  I parted her labia and gave her a searching stare—as my sanity crumbled.  As I expected, she had a urethra, but the vagina itself was a shallow bowl.  There was no passageway to a uterus.  It looked like she didn’t even have reproductive organs.  I’d plumbed the depths of Izumi many times.  Either something beyond strange had happened to her, or this wasn’t Izumi. 
 
    “Caine?  What’s wrong?  Why are you looking at my private parts that way?” 
 
    The horrible thought that came to me was that Izumi was dead, and her fey skin was being used by a skin-walker to get close to me.  But her ice magic on the Indians had been real.  Her oral technique on my cock had been familiar.  Years of practice by Izumi couldn’t so easily be duplicated by an imposter, could it?  And wouldn’t a skin-walker fake still have functional lady parts.  Such an impersonation should have been perfect down to smell, taste, and texture.   
 
    “Caine, you’re scaring me.”   
 
    The tremble of fear in her voice sounded real.  Of course, many things mimic human emotion quite convincingly.  Even if this wasn’t a skin-walker, it could still be some other kind of supernatural imposter.  A doppelganger or fetch.  Except this version of Izumi was anything but spectral.   
 
    Some kind of fey neuter with a strong glamour to feed me impressions?  But then it would feed me the illusion of a vagina too, right? 
 
    “Damn it, Caine!  Put my ass down.  I’ve had enough of this.” 
 
    She didn’t wait for me to obey.  A white mist wrapped around her.  The air temperature went down past zero.  Savage winds full of icy grit plucked Izumi out of my grasp, pulling her off to the side.  Thick layers of frost sheathed her, clothing her.  She settled on her feet, glaring at me. 
 
    I said, “Love, before you get vindictive, I need you to do something simple for me.” 
 
    “What?” Her question hung in the air between us, cold, brittle, like a tree branch about to snap under the weight of snow.   
 
    “Reach between your legs with a finger, then tell me where your vagina went to.” 
 
    “What!” 
 
    “Just do it.  Really, I’m not joking.” 
 
    The intentness of my voice broke through her confusion.  Without a word, she did as I asked.  Pieces of ice fell and splattered the ground.  Her eyes grew huge.  Her mouth opened.  Her tits heaved with excited breath.  “W-what?  Gaia’s holy womb—this isn’t possible!” 
 
     “Next,” I said, “search your memories.  See if there are empty gaps, memories that ought to be there, that are gone—as if you might not really be who you think you are.” 
 
    The more I thought about it; she was like a skin-walker in a new identity that had lost herself too well in that role, deceiving even herself.  The old lore suggested that walkers who’d lived too long in other skins—who jumped gender lines and species lines too radically—became unstable this way.   
 
    I’d hate to kill her as an enemy, then find out it really was Izumi, a victim of some freakish mutation or magical attack, but then again, I didn’t want to die of stupidity.  If this Izumi was just a good actress, an enemy, I wasn’t going to let her kill me.  In the middle of my back where Izumi couldn’t see, I shaped shadow into the tatt pattern for my magical forcefield.  I ignited the area with golden dragon magic, activating the spell, but keeping the power down to a ghost of itself—ready at any second to be dialed up high.   
 
    “Caine, it’s me.  I know it’s me.  You don’t have to be afraid.” 
 
    “That’s what a skin-walker, dark fey, or chameleon-demon would tell me—right before attacking.” 
 
    Izumi stamped her foot.  “It’s me, I tell you.” 
 
    “Prove it, or go hump an Indian-sicle.” 
 
    Before Izumi could answer, a harsh, crimson light filled the space between us.  My human eyes morphed, becoming dragon eyes that lowered an extra, translucent eyelid to filter some of the glare.  The light thinned and Selene, my Red Lady stood there in a filmy red nighty that clung to her goddess curves in adoration.  Her back was to me, giving me wonderful view of her white, round ass.  My flagging cock returned to urgent life, standing up at full attention.   
 
    He said: Finally, something to fuck! 
 
    Selene used a stern voice, speaking to Izumi.  “There you are.  Do you know how much trouble you’ve caused me, running off like that?  Come back to your fetal tank.” 
 
    Izumi stared.  “What?  Selene?  You did this to me?  Why?  I thought we were friends, sorta.” 
 
    Selene sighed.  “Oh, how sad.  You still think you’re real.  Stop fussing and come along.”  Her voice shivered the air with power.  Pebbles and larger rocks lifted themselves off the ground, ready to follow wherever she led.   
 
    “Selene,” I said, “what’s going on?” 
 
    “Don’t worry your pretty little head about it, my love.  This is just a magical clone.  A future Izumi will need some spare parts so she doesn’t die.  I’m doing what I have to.” 
 
    “I’m…spare parts…?”  Izumi’s face hardened.  The imperial fey lifted her head in pride.  Her eyes glowed with silver-blue ice magic.  “I refuse to believe it.  You’re lying for some twisted reason of your own!” 
 
    Selene sighed.  “Fine, we’ll do it the hard way.  You weren’t developing right anyway.” 
 
    I reeled back as a blizzard collided with red lightning.  There was an explosion like the world ending.  I was thrown backwards off my feet.  My force barrier flared up to high, a swirling shell of red light glazing the air around me.  I hit and rolled within my ball of light, the world whirling around me as I rattled in my barrier. 
 
    Miles away, I stopped, having wound around a number of hills, and having jumped a wash or two, breaking the backs of many a bush and shrub. 
 
    It wasn’t a ride I’d have paid for. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY 
 
      
 
    “We future ghosts have 
 
    expiration dates written in blood.” 
 
      
 
                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
     Angie and Winter found me first.  Actually, they were on me so fast, I wasn’t sure that they hadn’t been chasing my bouncing ball across the desert.  Not that they’d admit to the equivalent of chasing a car like common dogs.  The wolves circled, sniffed at the shimmering red shell.  Angie lifted a paw and tapped as I sat on my naked ass.  My erection long gone, I stared at her, wishing I had my clothes.   
 
    Okay, enough of his. 
 
    I shut down the pattern on my back and the protective spell collapsed.  I stood and walked past Angie and Winter.  They leaped after me, saying nothing—because wolves don’t talk—but I caught side stares that made me think they were silently laughing at me. 
 
    “Just take me to Colt.  It will be daybreak soon.  I want to know if there’s been any improvement in the situation.” 
 
    They moved in front of me, choosing the best path, guiding me where I wanted to go.  Fortunately, my thicker skin saved wear and tear on my feet.  And my heating spell was still on, turned low so it didn’t waste too much of my magic.  I felt comfortable when an average person would be shivering from the night winds. 
 
    We strolled past Selene, finding her around the bend of a small hill.  Her red nighty looked even shorter than before.  Her nipples stood out, pressing against the fine weave.  The wind rippled her crimson hair.  The red pumps on her feet somehow didn’t slow her any on the rough terrain.  She stalked up to me, passing between my wolves, turned, and took my arm.  We walked side by side.  
 
    “Hello, beloved.  Miss me?” 
 
    I always gave the safe answers to such questions.  “Always and forever.  So, what happened to Izumi?” 
 
    “Like I told you, that was just a magical clone grown from some of her tissues.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I approve.  Are there clones of the rest of my harem?  What about me?  Is there a spare Caine in your bedroom closet that you turn to when the real me isn’t available?” 
 
    She stopped, forcing me to stop.   
 
    The wolves stopped and turned to watch us, waiting.  Probably enjoying the soap opera we provided. 
 
    Selene smiled, her red lipstick glossy and ever fresh.  “Are you actually jealous of the thought of yourself in my bed?” 
 
    I glared at her.  “I want to know there’s a hell of a good reason for violating people’s genetic privacy.  You said something about spare parts?”  I pointed at Angie.  “Do you have copies of her growing in a vat?” 
 
    “In a vat, no?  Listen, there’s a good reason for this program.  I can’t tell you about it because it will compromise hard decisions you all will have to make, but trust me, a few years from now you will be glad I took these steps.” 
 
    Angie stared at Selene.  The she-wolf looked ticked.   
 
    I pointed at Angie.  “Tell it to her.  She’s probably going to file suit.  It’s what lawyers do.” 
 
    Selene smiled.  “Good luck serving papers on the Red Moon.” 
 
    Angie growled deep in her throat. 
 
    Yeah, definitely pissed. 
 
    Selene sighed, still staring at Angie.  “Look, I ran it by you and the others first.  I have written permissions on file.  I’ll show you later, if you want.  You consented.  Do you really want to know what terrible thing is coming that made this necessary?” 
 
    Angie seemed to think about it a moment, then turned and continued on, Winter a step behind.   
 
    Selene and I followed.  I said, “I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt on this one.” 
 
    “Terribly gracious of you,” Selene said.  “So, have you enjoyed bonding with our son?” 
 
    “Actually, yes.  I never wanted to be a father.  Until I became one.” 
 
    “Like to have a few more?” 
 
    “I have this whole business of the Eyes of Bastet to wrap up so we can get back to the future.  I’d like to focus on getting the Old Man married off, and bringing down the skin-walking bitch I’m hunting.  After that….”  I trailed off, making no actual promise a goddess could hold me to. 
 
    “Fine, my love.  Just don’t forget, a woman has needs.” 
 
    “Izumi reckons you’ve had your turn there and that she’s entitled to the next kid.  I can’t say she doesn’t have a point.” 
 
    “I’m insanely powerful and a goddess.  Niceties like social rules don’t apply.” 
 
    “I think we’ve established that many times.  Hey, how about helping me out with some clothes and shoes?” 
 
    “Sure.”   
 
    From one step to the next, I went from naked to wearing a midnight-red tuxedo and dress shoes.  “Kind of over doing it for the desert, don’t you think?” 
 
    “A woman likes to her see her man looking his best.” 
 
    I used my free hand to feel my lower face.  The beard that had roughened my face was magically shaved away.  “Thanks.” 
 
    “Any time, my love.” 
 
    We went on across the desert, slipping past sage and brush.  The moon glazed the cruel landscape with a gentle light.  The Spanish dagger—with its bristling war bonnet of sword-shaped fronds on top, and shaggy column underneath—each looked like an Indian ghost haunting the night. 
 
    “You murdered Izumi’s clone, didn’t you?” 
 
    “She didn’t want to come along quietly, and I am such a giving person.  She found the death she wanted in her heart.  I am merciful that way.” 
 
    “So, you just hope for better luck from the next clone.” 
 
    “Why does it bother you?  They don’t have souls.  It’s all right to abuse them.” 
 
    “Izumi’s been a friend for a lot of years.  Even if I know that wasn’t her, she was real enough, too real for comfort.  What about the frozen Indians.  I suppose you took their bodies for scientific purposes.” 
 
    “Why, no.  They weren’t supposed to die.  I respect time, to a small extent.  I thawed them out and restarted their vital functions.  The quick-frozen nature of their deaths made resuscitation rather easy.  I expect they’ll meekly go back to the reservation and tell their people of how the Red Star Kachina woman came to save them from Winter Woman’s white death.  I am the heroine of love and justice, you know?  Just ask Colt.  He’ll tell you.” 
 
    “Really?  Well if anyone counts as a magical girl, it’s you.” 
 
    We found our way to the standing stones where the little girl had her nest in the yucca and thorny brush.  The wolves stopped short of Colt’s fire, lying down to rest, watching everything as predators do.  
 
    As Selene and I ambled closer, a mood for silence set in.  We studied our sleeping son.  He lay on an air mattress covered with a blanket, another couple blankets on top of him.  His head shared the pillow with the little girl who no longer hid.  Protective in sleep, Colt spooned with her, sharing warmth and human comfort.  One of his hands lay over the girl’s side.  In her sleep, she held it against her heart.  There was nothing sexual about the pose, just two kids asleep, sharing dreams. 
 
    I’ll be damned.  The power of love and friendship.  Maybe there’s something to that after all. 
 
    Colt’s face lay exposed to the night.  He looked innocent, in need of protection, until his eyelids cracked open.  A red-copper light burned across his irises.  He’d sensed us in his sleep, and was checking us out.  Reassured that we were only his parents, he closed his eyes and drifted back to sleep. 
 
    The little girl looked foreign, with dusky skin.  Her long black hair appeared to be middle eastern.  About six years old, she wore a simple homespun dress.  I saw no sign of any artifact that might have been the Eyes of Bastet.  However, to my dragon’s sense of smell, she had the scent of Gemma’s people: were-cat. 
 
    I looked over at the rocks and brush, wondering if she’d left the relic hidden in there. 
 
    As if reading my thoughts, Selene shook her head, No.   
 
    What do you know that I don’t. 
 
    The quick smile that answered my thought suggested she might have a very long list if I really wanted an answer.  She tossed her head the opposite directing, moving that way, drawing me along.  We walked back to his fire.  It burned low.  There were a few sticks of dead wood left by the fire.  I sat down and tossed them into the flames.  Selene joined me.  We watched the fire dance, forming shapes that lived, died, and were reborn in moments.   
 
    The wolves never looked at the fire.  They knew better than to destroy their night-vision while on watch.  My dragon eyes had filtering lenses that prevented such problems. 
 
    Selene gestured and an iron grill materialized over the fire.  An old-time coffee pot settled there, along with an iron frying pan.  She whispered, “Want to see my domestic side?  Colt loves my chopped hot dogs and scrambled eggs.  Feta cheese and spinach are my secret ingredients.  You have to let the hotdogs actually blacken a little in the pan to get the best flavor.” 
 
    Groaning inwardly, I smiled.  “Can’t wait.” 
 
    A bottle of cold beer materialized in my hand.  I twisted off the cap and guzzled.  Good.  I lowered the bottle and whispered.  “Thanks.” 
 
    We sat there, waiting for the graying sky to give way to actual daylight.  Every now and then, Winter or Angie would trot up and drop some scraps of wood at my feet for the fire, to build it up for cooking.  They clearly expected a good breakfast. 
 
    I whispered to Angie.  “You like hot dog scramble better than fresh-blooded rabbit?  And you call yourself a wolf.” 
 
    She huffed at me and trotted back to the edge of camp. 
 
    I threw a few more sticks on the fire as the peace of the morning soaked in.  Soon, the false dawn gave way to the pale blue of the morning sky.  Gold fanned up from the horizon.  The sun lagged, but couldn’t hide forever.  I looked back to the fire and saw the skillet had moved over the top of the highest flames.  Butter had come from somewhere, a chunk of it melting, sliding in the pan.  Off to the side, a plastic chest had also appeared.  The lid stood upright.  Selene pulled out a carton of Southwestern Style Egg-Whip and set it aside as she dug for more ingredients.   
 
    I said, “I can’t remember the last time you cooked for me.” 
 
    “There are things we all need to do as a young family.  These are Colt’s formative years.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    She looked at me.  “Orange juice?” 
 
    “Is there vodka in it?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I’ll pass.” 
 
    She soon had thin-sliced hot dogs sizzling in the pan.  She flipped them when ready, sprinkled in dry spinach leaves, and poured egg batter in after that.  At some point, paper plates were simply there on the ground, ready for us.  She had an omelet going.  When one side was done, she flipped and chopped it with a spatula into scrambled egg chunks.  Taking feta cheese out of a small plastic tub, she sprinkled it last over the mess.  
 
    The world awoke.  Mourning doves lamented: Phuu-hoo hoo-hoo.  Distant quail went: Whit-whurt-whurt.   
 
    Selene called over to our son.  “Colt, bring your little friend over to the fire for some breakfast, please.” 
 
    There was a stirring in the blankets. Colt murmured.  The girl shoved up, violently entangled in a blanket.  Colt made soothing sounds, holding her until she calmed down.  They stared into each other’s eyes, as if words weren’t necessary any more.  He smiled, kissed her forehead, and shed his own blanket, rolling away from her.   
 
    He crawled, hands and knees, to the fire and took a plate offered by his mom.  There was a plastic fork on it, too.  Plate in hand, he returned on three limbs to the blankets, setting the food down in front of the girl.  He lay on his side watching.   
 
    The girl watched him back, eyes wary as she sniffed at the plate.  Occasionally, her gaze flicked past him, to Selene and me at the fire, where we ate our own food. 
 
    Colt’s hand slid into his front hoodie pocket and came out with a cold glass of milk.  He drank a little and offered the rest to the wide-eyed girl who—with her tangled hair and dirt on her face—looked like a feral child.  She took the glass from his hand, sipped, then drank deeply.  She handed it back to Colt, a third of the milk left in the bottom.  Using two dainty fingers, she picked up a piece of hot dog that had a clot of scrambled egg attached.  She nibbled, then ate the food with quick relish, giving her full attention to the plate. 
 
    “Does she have a name?” Selene asked. 
 
    “Zahra,” Colt said.  “When she says it, I get a mental image of a blue water lily.” 
 
    “Oh!”  Selene made a happy sound.  “How sweet.” 
 
    Angie came up behind me and nudged me in the back with her muzzle.  She gave an unhappy whine.   
 
    I held my hand out to Selene.  “Hotdogs, please.” 
 
    She handed them to me.  I turned in place and fed half to Angie and half to Winter.  Mouths full, they retreated once more.  I think they were doing their best not to freak out Zahra.  As a were-kitten, her sharp nose would already have detected the wolves.  In fact, as I turned back toward her, the girl’s once-dark eyes were carefully watching the retreating wolves.  A moon-glow of power shone in those eyes.   
 
    Then it hit me.  Zahra did have the Eyes of Bastet—they were in her head.  The little girl was an avatar of the goddess, given a small measure of divine power—a seer.   
 
    It hadn’t been the power of love and friendship that made her trust Colt.  She’d simply seen a very pure soul that loves without reservation.   
 
    How I’ll make a demon lord out of him, I just don’t know. 
 
    “Colt doesn’t have to be everything you are,” Selene said. 
 
    I shrugged, and returned my gaze to the girl.  I could easily see why any skin-walker would want Zahra dead.   
 
    Those eyes can pierce any disguise, like a hot knife through butter, leaving the walker no way to hide.  That could be very valuable. 
 
    My inner dragon opened golden eyes in the back shadows of my mind.  Mine!  I saw her first. 
 
    Hell no, I said.  She’s bait in my skin-walker trap, remember? 
 
    Colt shot me a sizzling red-copper stare to show he meant business.  His thought cut across my discussion with my dragon.   Mine!  Colt’s stare softened, swinging to his Mom.  “I can keep her right?  I don’t think she has any family.” 
 
    “For now,” Selene said.  “But the mark of Bastet is on her.  Eventually, she’s going to have answer that call.  Hmmm.  Bastet should be satisfied if we let your Aunt Cleo be Zahra’s official guardian.  You can be her big brother.  How’s that?” 
 
    Colt said, “I’ll take what I can get.” 
 
     I echoed him in Latin: “Et ut quid possumus.”  “That’s always been our family motto.  I’m glad you’re taking an interest in such things.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    “Things always go too easily, 
 
    before they fly apart.” 
 
      
 
                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Selena and Colt pooled their power so the rest of us had a gentler return trip than the one that had brought us to the Old West.  The red-copper sunburst of our departure thinned, replaced by a red wash of cool light in the hotel lobby as we reappeared a moment after leaving.   Colt had Zahra clinging to his side.  She stared around her at the modern world with round-eyed wonder.  Colt had an arm around her, muttering soothingly to her.   
 
    The cop on duty at the front entrance stuck his head in the lobby.  “Hey, what was that?” 
 
    Selene smiled at him.   
 
    His eyes hazed red.   
 
    “It’s not important,” she said. 
 
    “Not important,” he echoed, 
 
    She said, “Don’t let any donuts escape.” 
 
    “No ma’am, they’re going down!” 
 
    She turned away from him. 
 
    His eyes lost their red glaze.  He went back outside, returning to his post with a watchful eye and a hand on the butt of his gun. 
 
     Julia blocked Colt as he tried to guide Zahra toward the elevator.  “Hey, did you just travel through time—without me?” 
 
    He gave her a look I recognized from my own repertoire: Shocked Innocence, level two.  “What?  Me?  No, I’d never…!”  He avoided lying by not finishing that sentence.  It was clear he’d been studying evasive language under his Aunt Izumi.  The fey don’t lie—they can’t without losing their magic—but they can misdirect and obfuscate like no one else. 
 
    Julia’s gaze slashed.  Her finger stabbed at several of us.  “Angie and her boyfriend are wolves now, Selene’s suddenly here, Caine’s in a tux, and you—Little Brother—are wearing clothing that’s gotten a lot dirtier in just a second.  You can’t lie to me.  You’ve been back in time.”    
 
    What I found interesting was the fact that she made no mention of Zahra.  I wondered if our new were-kitten was shielding her presence with her power.  In a strange environment she didn’t understand, among loud strangers, it might be a reflexive action. 
 
    I called out, “Julia, let it go.  You’re scaring your new little sister.” 
 
    Julia swung toward me.  Her hand still pointed.  I think she’d forgotten to put it down.  “My what?” 
 
    “The invisible girl Colt has his arm around.  Didn’t you notice anything strange about his posture?” 
 
    Julia swung back toward him, staring at the curve of his suspended arm.  She blinked.  “There isn’t…is there?”  Her poised hand reached out, the fingers wiggling as they searched what she thought of as empty air.  
 
    Zahra growled softly. 
 
    Colt said, “I wouldn’t…” 
 
    Zahra’s head lunged a few inches.  Her teeth nipped. 
 
    Julia shrieked and hopped back out of range, clutching her wounded hand.  I was just happy she hadn’t lost another finger, or drawn her .22 and gone to blasting.  Julia’s stare grew even wider.  “There is something there.” 
 
    “That’s no way to win her trust,” Selene said.  “She’s feral.  As her big sister, you’re going to have to be patient.” 
 
    Julia gave me an exasperated glare.  “I’ve suddenly got a little feral sister?  Who or what have you impregnated now?  I already told you, I’m not doing any babysitting.” 
 
    “You say that now,” Selene swept over to Julia, guiding her away, “but wait until the first time you see Colt in his blankie and he wraps his tiny, pudgy hand around one of your fingers, cooing at you.  It will be love at first sight for both of you!  Did I ever mention that I pay my babysitters in precious stones?” 
 
    As they moved off, Angie and Winter followed, needing someone with human hands to operate the elevator. 
 
    I joined Colt and Zahra.  She looked at me, then hid her face in his hoodie. 
 
    “How come I can see her?” I asked. 
 
    “I told her your job is to be scary and protect us.  You need to see her to do that.  She’s showing herself to you as a favor to me.” 
 
    “How did you have that conversation?  She’s not even up to words yet, that I’ve heard.” 
 
    He grinned.  “I had older versions of me learn basic Egyptian.  We all touch thoughts.  It’s enough to get by on, though I probably sound like an idiot to her half the time.  And then Zahra and I can share images, too.  We make up our own hieroglyphics.”   
 
    Telepathically linking to himself across time, went a long way to explaining why he was so precocious, mentally well ahead of other nine-year-old children.  That and the fact he lacked human DNA from either parent.  
 
    Colt sighed heavily.  “Anyway, you see why I had to change Julia’s first impression of me.  In nine months, she’s going to be seeing me as a baby, changing my diapers—because mom won’t listen.  She’s trying to get between us by throwing us together in the wrong way.” 
 
    “Now, I know your Mom can be a heartless bloody-handed sadist sometimes, but I’m sure she thinks it’s in your best interest.” 
 
    “What if she decides your harem isn’t a good idea?” 
 
    I felt grim resolve.  “Some battles must be fought.  You have my full support, son.  Go wherever your manly needs take you.” 
 
    “Right now, that’s Aunt Cleo’s room.  Zahra will be comfortable there.  It smells of cat.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Fine.  I just remembered someone I need to do.”   
 
    As Colt and Zahra left, I took out my phone, glad Selene had returned it to me when she’d given me the tux.  A deep-buried remnant of conscience drove me to make sure Izumi was still in this time, alive, with a working vagina.  I speed-dialed and waited for the connection to go through.  Turning in place, I noticed more cops arriving to deal with the multiple crime scenes in the building.  TV station personnel were also showing up with cameras.  That caused me to turn my back on the door and walk toward the privacy of the hotel’s Tiki bar.  I had a lot of drinking to catch up on.   
 
    “Hello?”  She sounded like she hadn’t looked first at caller ID. 
 
    “It’s Caine.  When you’re done, I want to see you.  Naked.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure of that.  I feel neglected, so you’ll just have to wait until I’m done pampering myself with my spa treatments.” 
 
    I smiled, playing my trump card.  “Okay, Selene is here.  I’ll just see if she wants to ravage me for a marathon stretch of the hottest sex ever.  This version of her isn’t pregnant so maybe we’ll pop out another kid.  Wouldn’t that be great?  Colt might like to have a little brother.” 
 
    “I’m on my way.  Keep your pants on until I get there.” 
 
    “I’ll be in the Tiki Heaven.  Oh, and you better portal to get in past the cops.  There seems to be a lot of people dying around here.” 
 
    “Fine.  Anything else?” 
 
    I reached the unmanned sign-in desk and moved on past it.  “Yes.  I love you.”   
 
    “I love you, too, but I’m not doing anal.  I’m trying to get pregnant, remember?” 
 
    “You think I only say that when I want something?”  I pushed through the door to the bar. 
 
    “Caine, I know you.  I love you is Caine-speak for ‘Let me fuck you.’” 
 
    “I mean it this time.”  I killed the connection and went to the bar, taking an empty seat. 
 
    The hot blonde bartender from before was still on duty.  She came up to me.  “What can I get for you?” 
 
    “I need A-Reason-to-Live.” 
 
    She smiled lopsidedly.  “Yeah, me too.” 
 
    Odd.  Good bartenders know all the crazy named drinks. 
 
    Thinking of how the clone of Izumi had fooled me, and remembering there was still a skin-walker on the loose, I threw out another drink name to test her. 
 
    “Hey, babe, how about a little Sex-on-the-Beach?” 
 
    She leaned across the bar, sliding a hand over mine.  “I get off work in a couple more hours.  If we can’t find a beach, there’s always my apartment.” 
 
    “Sex-on-the-Beach is a drink,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, that’s right.”  She laughed nervously.  A fake laugh from a fake bartender. 
 
    I said, “My girlfriend Izumi will be here soon.  If I’m not back from the men’s room by then, have her wait for me.” 
 
    “Sure,” she said. 
 
    I had a hunch—and could be quite wrong—so I wanted to confirm there were no more skinned bodies lying around.  And in case I was right, I didn’t want to alarm the skin-walking bartender prematurely.  Once I eliminated the restrooms, the only other places a body could be stashed were the bar’s office, or maybe a storeroom.   
 
    I passed a few tables where drinkers chatted, laughing, oblivious to the fact that this area might become a battlefield at any moment.  I sauntered into the central gap of the divider that screened off the restroom doors.  A glance informed me that the men’s room was to the left, and the women’s room to the right.  I went left, moving out of sight of the bartender.  There was a hand-written note taped to the door of the women’s room: Out of Order. 
 
    Things do break down, so that wasn’t abnormally suspicious, but these were dangerous times I’d returned to. Just because the skin-walker had retrieved the giant sloth skin didn’t mean she was off the premises.  A skin-walker can hide in plain sight and be undetectable, even to the heightened senses of other preternaturals.   
 
    Smelling a faint odor of blood, I looked down.  There was a heel print from a woman’s working shoe.  The print deposited a trace amount of blood, just enough for my dragon’s olfactory sense to detect.  Almost a smoking gun.  I was now willing to bet that there was a skinned body inside one of the women’s room stalls. 
 
    The bartender could have heightened senses from years of skin-walking.  If so, I couldn’t dally too long.  I went into the men’s room so she wouldn’t think my behavior suspicious.  The men’s room smelled empty.  I heard no heartbeats from the closed stalls.  I didn’t bother looking under the stall doors.  I went over to the sink and ran some water, staring at my ruggedly handsome face in the mirror.  I took out my phone and called Imari, my First Sword.  The fire demon picked up on the first chime. 
 
    “Caine, where are you?  What’s going on?” 
 
    “Come to the Tiki Heaven right off the front desk.  Act casual, bring a date for extra muscle.  Take a seat at the bar.  I think the skin-walker is here.  I want you on-scene when I blow her cover.  Make it fast.” 
 
    “On my way.”  The connection went dead.   
 
    I put my phone away and turned off the water.  Strolling casually, I went back out, returning to the barstool I’d abandoned.  I was happy my ice queen Izumi hadn’t arrived yet.  Hopefully, Imari and I could finish this up without her.  Not that I minded the thought of additional backup.  Izumi was a strong fey warrior, even when obsessed with my cock. 
 
    I said, “I still want that drink, A-Reason-to-Live.  You may want to take notes on the recipe.  Add quarter ounces of the following: vodka, rum, Malibu, peach schnapps, melon liqueur, blue curacao, Southern Comfort, Captain Morgan sour mix, and a splash of pineapple and orange juice.  Shake and serve over ice.” 
 
    I went over the ingredient list again.  She wrote the items down on a napkin.  “Coming up.”  She moved off and got busy. 
 
    I noticed her unfamiliarity with where all the ingredients were.  She was hunting way too much.  That was the final evidence I needed.  I made a point of not making my observations too obvious, sitting there, quietly humming in a minor key, something I thought appropriate for a funeral.  The one a certain skin-walker was going to have very soon. 
 
    The inside door to the bar opened.  I glanced over.  It wasn’t Imari or Izumi.  It was Captain Guin Helland, my favorite white-haired amazon cop.  This was not a good time for a human to get in the way.  I especially didn’t want to discuss the murders with Guin, not with the killer right there to find out what we knew.  
 
    The bartender set a drink in front of me. 
 
    “Thanks.”  I made an obvious glance at Guin, and widen my eyes.  “Damn, wrong girlfriend!  I need her out of here before Izumi shows up, or my balls are ice cubes.”  I slid off my seat and went to intercept Guin.  The bartender would probably be able to hear us, so I couldn’t urgently whisper a warning.  I’d have to rely on Guin being fast on the up-take. 
 
    I blocked her halfway to the bar, reaching out, taking her arm.  “Candy, I’ve warned you not to come here looking for me.  What if Izumi or Selene were to find out I’ve been banging you like a drum?  You’re only human.  There are things you can’t deal with—and survive.” 
 
     “Caine, what the hell are you saying?” 
 
    I mouthed the words: Play along. 
 
    “Look, I just thought we could have some fun.  I didn’t realize you were serious.  I’m sorry if I’ve broken your heart, but you will get over me.  Life goes on.” 
 
    She had one eyebrow arched, looking at me like I was bat-shit crazy. 
 
    Please, get a clue? 
 
    I’d heard the door to the bar open and close, but hadn’t paid attention to who’d entered.  My first indication of swooping disaster was a cold draft that turned my breath into white mist.  I looked past Guin and saw my precious snowflake eyeing me with murder in her eyes.   Izumi glared, her dark eyes paling to ice-blue as her glamour slipped a bit.   
 
    I held up a palm, speaking past Guin to my fey queen.  “Izumi, it’s not what you think it is.  I need you to trust me on this.” 
 
    Captain Guin turned to see who I was speaking to.  “And who would you be?” 
 
    Izumi smiled coldly, the kind of smile a killer might flash before getting to work.  “Funny, I was just going to ask you that same thing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    “The ball sack tightening can be an omen: 
 
    Nature’s way of saying ‘Now you’re fucked!’” 
 
      
 
                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I needed to get the ladies over to the bar so they’d be positioned to back me up when I went for the bartender.  Guin looked confused; justifiably so since the hard-assed cop had no feelings invested in me, and had never ridden my cock.  Her loss.  Izumi was the one I needed to rein in.  In the heat of battle, I believed she wouldn’t let me down—despite her rampaging jealousy.   
 
    I smiled with all my dazzling charm.  “Look, let’s all calm down, sit down, and have a drink.  I really can explain all this.”  I walked past Guin, reaching out to my ice queen.  
 
    The door opened again. 
 
    Izumi slapped my hand away, leaving frost on my arm. 
 
    So much for my dazzling charm. 
 
    Imari, my faithful First Sword, held the door to the bar open.  My Cousin Kinsey followed her in.   She grinned at Izumi.  “Hit him again!  He probably deserves it.” 
 
    Imari glowered at my cousin.  “Idiot, that can’t be Izumi.  It’s probably the skin-walker.”  Imari wore the image of an African-American woman with a shaved and polished head.  As her demon form emerged, her skin went to true black—a lightless black, dark as the heart of hell.  Orange flames exploded on her scalp, giving her an illusion of hair.   More of the pale fire danced along her arms.  Since she wore jeans and a sleeveless top, she hadn’t yet destroyed her clothing.  Pity really; she had a hell of a figure. 
 
    Seeing a threat, Izumi shone with silver-blue light, growing body armor made of ice, and ice swords for each hand.  A blizzard flurried snowflakes throughout the barroom.  Patron’s shrieked in shock. 
 
    Cousin Kinsey looked unarmed, but that was never the case.  She grabbed at her side, pulling a magically hidden sword from its sheath.  The effect was as though the basket-hilted rapier materialized from thin air. 
 
    The patrons at other tables went full freak, running out a door that lead directly outside, not to the lobby.  The police hadn’t secured that door yet.   
 
    How long until they notice the bar has all the action.   
 
    I spun to see what the bartender was doing… 
 
    …Sliding over the top of the bar, dropping between two barstools.  Her more than human agility gave final confirmation of what I’d suspected.  She looked toward the outside door.   
 
    Making her escape.  Cops will be here soon.  They’ll find the body in the women’s room.  She doesn’t want to be here then. 
 
    “Guin!” I yelled and pointed at the bartender.  “Skin-walker.  Shoot her!” 
 
    The bartender moved with the speed of a shifter, getting halfway across the room as I jumped after her.   
 
    I’d hoped pulling Guin away with me would defuse the fight.  No such luck; I heard Izumi slash the air with an ice blade, yelling.  “Hey you, get back here!” 
 
    I should have remembered; things are never so bad they can’t get worse. 
 
    The room blurred as I shoved hard against the floor, going full out.   
 
    The bartender reached several escaping patrons and pulled them back, flinging them into my path. 
 
    A kinder, gentler demon lord would have caught them, sparing them falls and maybe injuries—but that guy wasn’t around.  I jumped over them, and smashed through the whipping fronds of a ceiling fan, destroying the thing.  I landed near the outside door as wreckage rained down.  
 
    The bartender swerved, diving out of a side window.   
 
    It was on me to catch up to her since Guin was human and could never move fast enough.  I went through the door, Cousin Kinsey crowding me from behind. 
 
    “I hope you know what I’m doing,” she said. 
 
    Out on the sidewalk, I skidded to a stop.   
 
    The bartender hadn’t gone far.  Her skin writhed off her, flopping to the ground while a new skin fluttered into place, a patch that stretched to fit.  She made the change facing away, head down, so I never saw her real face.  The new skin looked leathery purple, splotched with orange.  I knew that skin.  I had a pterodactyl demon in my ranks, a weak-ass warrior whose major power was flight and reconnaissance.  I had the sneaking suspicion that he was dead and skinned somewhere. 
 
    The skin-walker sprang into the air, fluttering wings furiously.  Her bones would be hollow now, diminishing her weight.   
 
    Damn bitch is fast.  And getting away. 
 
    “Kinsey, go dragon!  Bring her down!” 
 
    For once, my cousin didn’t argue.  And for once, I was glad to have her around.  I needed a few moments to pop out my dragon wings, but Kinsey could go fully into full dragon form instantly by magic. She shifted, putting a golden giant dragon into the air in hot pursuit.  My tux jacket and shirt shredded off me, falling away in bloody tatters as dragon wings grew out of my still human body.  
 
    Guin joined me outside the door.  “Caine, what the hell?” 
 
    Two cops ran up on us, their weapons drawn.  “Hold it, right there.  Hands where we can see them.” 
 
    “I’m on the job!” Captain Guin yelled.  She had one hand up, the other touching the badge she wore on a chain around her neck.  “Here’s my badge.” 
 
    The cops lowered their guns, but didn’t put them away, eyeing me and the raw wings from my back that were healing, sealing shut, and becoming functional.   
 
    I stared after Kinsey, finding no sign of her or the skin-walker in the air.  I doubted I’d catch them now.  I could only hope my cousin was up to the chase. 
 
    I pointed at the human skin on the ground.  “Guin, I think you’ll find that skin was cut off from the real bartender.  There’s blood on the floor outside the women’s room.  I think you’ll find another skinned body inside.” 
 
    “Damn!”  She turned and pointed at one of uniformed officers.  “You, go inside to the ladies’ room.  See if we have another body in there.”  She pointed at the second cop.  “You, guard that piece of skin.  It’s evidence in a serial murder case.  And officially, neither of you saw a demon lord standing here with wings growing out his back—right!” 
 
    Both gave her a “Yes, Ma’am,” and went to do as they’d been told.   
 
    Guin turned to me.  One of her hands flapped at my wings.  “Put those things away.” 
 
    I grinned, already letting them wither.  “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    “You are not leaving my side until I get all the answers I want!” 
 
    A real hardship, there. 
 
    Izumi burst out of the door.  “Caine, where are you running off to?  I’m not done with you.” 
 
    I turned and gave her a hard stare.  “I needed you to have faith in me, and to follow my lead, but you failed.  I’ve no time or patience for rampaging ovaries.  I have a universe to conquer.  I’m done with you.” 
 
    She gasped like I’d slapped her.  “Caine!” 
 
    “Go back to Fairy and stay there until I want to see you again.”  I still had my Demon Wings tatt.  I used it then.  The tingle of golden magic gave way to the pain of its activation.  I felt my heart rip out, fall on stone, and get trampled by a herd of wild Mustangs.  The pain vanished, but an ache lingered, one that wouldn’t go away any time soon.   
 
    I walked away, concealed by magic, fighting the impulse to turn back as I heard Izumi’s frozen tears fall to the ground behind me.  In my mind, I saw the Izumi clone that Selene had killed.  A clone grown for spare parts.  Shoving the real Izumi away was all I could think of doing to save her.  Some things in the future, I chose not to face.   
 
    The temporal integrity of the multiverse can go rot. 
 
    I felt a need for solitude.  Always being protected, under demon clan eyes…  My body demanded by the harem…  I sighed.  Power is wonderful, but also a curse.  There is a longing for simpler, saner times.  The peace I’d found in the Old West, hanging out with Colt and Selene...  I had the feeling that memory was going to have to carry me for a long time to come. 
 
    I crossed the parking lot to my Mustang, deactivated the antitheft system, and locked myself in.  I let the radio play loudly.  Some guy started whining he wanted to know what love was.   
 
    Idiot.  Love isn’t the answer.  It’s the problem. 
 
    After a while, my phone chimed.  From the Asia ringtone, Heat of the Moment, I knew Imari was trying to get ahold of me.  She probably had Captain Guin leaning on her, demanding my return.  I took out my phone, set it to vibrate, and put it on the dash.  Tilting my seat back, I closed my eyes.  Time flowed.  I drifted on the edge of sleep.   
 
    Crimson light filled the car, seen through closed eyelids.  I ignored it. 
 
    Selene lightly touched my arm.  “Caine, what are you doing?” 
 
    “Bonding with my car.”   
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Cars don’t care if they stay in a garage for a while.  Or if you look at another car.  You have complete control.  Go means go.  Stop means stop.  Left and right are always left and right; nothing is implied.  A car doesn’t mind if you bleed on it.  A car won’t ask if its rear fender makes its ass look big.  And when a car is totaled, you can just get another one.” 
 
    “I’m sensing a theme.  Caine, open your eyes and tell me what happened?” 
 
    I opened my eyes.  The world didn’t look any better.  I asked, “Why did you come at this moment in time?  Are you the Selene of now, or from the future?” 
 
     “The future?  That’s what this is about?” 
 
    Selene had no trouble seeing through my hiding spell.  Women always have a way to irritate.  They pick and pry, demand, and whine.  Just can’t leave things alone. 
 
    “Caine?” 
 
    “I told Izumi to pack her shit and go back to Fairy.” 
 
    “Before the wedding?  That’s harsh.  It’s like saying she’s not really part of your family.” 
 
    “I’m trying to save her.” 
 
    “From what?” 
 
    “You know what.  You’re the one growing magical clones for body parts.” 
 
    “You really shouldn’t read too much into that.” 
 
    “Too late.” 
 
    Selene turned off the radio.  “Pushing Izumi away won’t change anything.  She’s already pregnant.  All you’re going to do is hurt her more.  Go tell her that you love her.  She’ll grovel a little—which is good for her stuck-up fey ass—then you’ll forgive her and all will be well.  Until it isn’t.  No one is guaranteed a life without cares.  The greater your ambition, the harder the climb.  Make peace with it.” 
 
    “Did I somehow grow a heart when I wasn’t looking.  It used to be, all I wanted from a woman was for her to spread her legs on command.” 
 
    “That was the younger, stupider you.” 
 
    I sighed.  “Stupidity is bliss.” 
 
    “Bliss is a state of mind.  You have to guard it, not run it off.  Go find Izumi.” 
 
    I opened the car door, slid out, and walked back toward the hotel.  The parking lot was full of police and newsmen.  The hotel was still in lock-down.   
 
    Unseen by anyone, magically concealed, I regrew my miniature dragon wings.  Flapping, I streaked up the exterior of the building, heading for my suite’s balcony.  I landed and slid the French doors open.  I went inside and shock hit me mid-step like a wall of ice.   
 
    There was the skin-walker, still wearing the form of my demon minion.  She had an unconscious Izumi on the bed, a bruise forming on her forehead.  The walker leaned over my ice queen, a skinning knife in hand.  The knife had Izumi’s clothes cut so they could be pulled away.  The walker held the edge of the knife to Izumi’s hairline, about to carve off her face.   
 
    I’d arrived in time to keep Izumi from being skinned alive.   
 
    I collapsed my wings to my back so they wouldn’t hinder movement, and lunged, streaking over Izumi and the bed.  Releasing Izumi, the skin-walker stumbled back.  I stayed with her, blocking the knife as it slashed up, seeking my entrails.   
 
    The walker and I crashed to the floor.  In demon form, the walker was stronger than human, but her flying body had hollow bones and less strength than a dragon.  Still, she knew how to fight close quarters, delivering a hard elbow to the side of my head as I clawed at her skin.  Shrugging off the blow, I used my greater strength to fling her high into the air, bouncing her noisily off the ceiling.   
 
    The noise should have brought my demon guards running in from out in the hall.  I groaned.  Something told me that Izumi had sent them away.  She’d wanted solitude, too.  Apparently, I had no back up.  And no phone.  I’d left it in the Mustang. 
 
    I remembered the Storm Fire pattern I’d nearly perfected in the Old West.  I drew that pattern on my chest with shadow magic and ignited it with golden dragon magic.  This approach didn’t bring pain, as the power answered my call.  Jags of golden lighting wreathed my hands and arms. I smelled burnt air.  I tasted burnt copper as electrical fire gushed from my mouth.  The carpet burned.  The smoke alarms shrilled.   
 
    The skin-walker thrust off the floor, staggered, and used the wing flaps attached to her arms to shield herself from the bright lightning that armored me.  She lunged for the bedroom door, seeking escape. 
 
    My lightning moved faster. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    “Completing half a job is 
 
    better than none, right?” 
 
      
 
                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    The massive electrical bolt sizzled straight through the wing flap of the skin-walker, burning into her chest.  There was an explosion that muted her scream as she died and several body parts flew off.  As my Storm Fire tatt faded, I saw the walker’s stolen skin go all crispy, splitting and peeling off the thief.  Smoke curled into the air.   
 
    I went to the walker, reclaiming the demon skin, pulling it off her.  Underneath, I found a woman I didn’t recognize.  She had the coloration of a Native American, a proud nose, high cheekbones, and ink black hair worn in tight braids.  Her youth surprised me.  She didn’t look more than nineteen, though many witches didn’t look their age.   
 
    I checked her throat.  No pulse.  She was very dead.  Without magic concealing her form, she looked like any college girl, in cut-off jean shorts and an olive-drab tee-shirt with a white buffalo on it.  Over the shirt, she wore a necklace of turquoise beads.   
 
    I heard a groan from the bed.  I took a moment to stomp out some flames on the carpet, then went back to Izumi.  Her eyes fluttered open.  She touched the red bump on her forehead and winced.  I scooped her up and pinned her tightly to my body.  She struggled a moment, then realized it was me, and struggled harder.  “Let me go, you idiot!” 
 
    “No.”  My greater strength defeated her struggles.  
 
    She stopped fighting and just got colder and colder.  Ice covered my arms. 
 
    Time for confession.   
 
    “I found out that you were going to get hurt very badly in the future.  I thought I was saving you by sending you away.”  She didn’t answer, but I could tell she was listening.  I continued.  “I didn’t realize that without me to look after you, you could die instead.  I was stupid and wrong, hurting you for no reason.   I’m sorry.” 
 
    She still didn’t say anything, but her cold stopped eating its way into my guts.  I just kept hanging on, unwilling to let her go.  As the minutes passed, she relaxed in my arms.  I pulled back a little to look into her face.  Her expression was blank, nearly bloodless.  Her irises were chips of ice. 
 
    “Please don’t ever leave me,” I asked. 
 
    “What’s that burnt smell?” 
 
    “Baked skin-walker.  She’s very well done.  When I saw her about to cut off your face, I kinda lost it.” 
 
    “Let me see her.” 
 
    I let go. 
 
    Izumi pushed past me, getting off the bed so she could see.  I turned to keep Izumi in view.  She didn’t go far, taking a step, stopping.  “She’s so young.” 
 
    “Old enough to kill with advanced black magic.” 
 
    Izumi turned back to me.  “Caine, you really hurt me.” 
 
    “I know.  I thought I had a good reason.  I’m very sorry.  Please forgive me.” 
 
    She slammed a fist into my face, rocking my head back.  It hurt, but did no damage.  She shook her hand, wiggling her fingers.  I took her hand in mine and bought it to my lips, kissing her knuckles one by one.  “Is that better?” 
 
    “Maybe a little.”  The admission was made grudgingly. 
 
    “The police are going to have this suite tied up for quite a while.  Give me your phone and I’ll call Captain Guin up here to deal with this, while you go book us another room.  I want to spend tonight with you.  Just you.  I’m going to love you within an inch of your life, until you beg me to stop.  And I might not, even then.” 
 
    “You didn’t sleep with that woman?”  She held out her phone. 
 
    I took it.  “No.  Now run along.” 
 
    She left, muting the smoke-detector on the way out by throwing a dagger of ice.   
 
    I returned to the skin-walker, rolled her over, and checked her back pockets for a wallet that might have an ID.  Nothing.  I stood and called Guin, barely managing to recall her number.  My inner dragon had to help me with the final digit.   
 
    He used my eyes to study the dead body.  Well, that’s half the job. 
 
    “Half the job?  What do you mean?”   
 
    This one died too easily.  Hired help, probably the accomplice driving the Jeep. 
 
    The phone chimed several times.  Guin proved slow in answering, probably busy giving orders. 
 
    “No wonder they’ve been running us ragged.  We’ve been fighting two skin-walkers.”  I looked on the bright side.  It just means there’s still more fun ahead. 
 
    The connection went through.  I heard Guin’s hard voice.  “Who is this?” 
 
    “Caine.  Before you yell at me, come up to my bedroom.”  I gave her the floor and room number.  “The skin-walker’s here.  Come and bag your killer.” 
 
    “You’ve got her!  I’m on my way.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, she’s not going anywhere.” 
 
    There was a lull.  Then, “Caine?  What is the condition of the prisoner?” 
 
    “Dead covers it pretty well.” 
 
    “Cripes!  Another body?” 
 
    “Yeah, and not the last one we’ll see.  There were two skin-walkers working together.  The other one’s still out there somewhere.” 
 
    “I’m calling in some magic-users to quiet things down and help with the usual cover-ups.  Keep your people out of things.  I want everything as normal as possible until the press leave—promise me.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    Only half her job required catching supernatural bad guys.  The other half was damage control, keeping the general public uninformed of the horrors that walked among them.  There was no reason to hinder her in that. 
 
    The connection dropped.   
 
    I pocketed the phone, stripped off the torn rags I wore, and got a fresh shirt from the closet.  I withered the wings off my back, becoming fully human in appearance.  By the time Guin burst in with gun in hand, I had a blue shirt on, sitting on the bed, waiting like a good little boy.  The orange-and-purple demon skin sat next to me, folded up neatly. 
 
    I pointed to the corpse.  “There she is.” 
 
    Captain Guin stalked over.  Her pet monkey, Hans Vidal, followed.  The magical consultant didn’t look my way, trying not to attract attention.  As they knelt by the body, Hans took out a claw-tip of crystal on a silver chain.  He swung it over the skin-walker.  The crystal deepened to midnight-blue, then black.  Hans nodded definitively.  “Black magic.  I suggest purifying the body with smoking sage before touching it.  Dead, the skin-walker has become a cursed item.  Her body parts would fetch quite a lot on the black market.” 
 
    I lifted my eyebrows.  Really?  Good to know. 
 
    “You guys got it from here?” I asked.  “Or do you need a statement?” 
 
    Guin stood and turned toward the bed.  “Anything you say will not help.  And we certainly don’t want the real events in writing.  We’ll gloss over the woo-woo stuff, and simplify the facts.  You just go along with the official line, got it?” 
 
    “Yes, captain, my captain.”  I sloppily saluted and strolled out of the room, across my suite, and out into the hallway.  I dodged aside as police personnel passed me in the hall, coming off the elevator.  I stepped onto the car and went to the lobby.  Exiting, I saw police everywhere, questioning everyone they could find in little scattered groups.   
 
    No one gave me a second look.  I suspected that by now, Guin had issued a “hands-off order” to all cops should any of them encounter me.  Las Vegas was shaping up to be really responsive to my needs.  I liked that. 
 
    Outside the windows and police barricades, I saw even more news vans, and reporters with cameramen.  The cops were going to have make a statement soon.  It was good they had a dead killer to keep some of the heat off.   
 
    Not that they’ll thank me. 
 
    The desk clerk was back on station as I walked up.  I didn’t see Izumi, so I assumed she’d already gotten the new room for us.  “Did a Ms. Izumi Frost just check in with you?” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “She’s a good friend.  I’d like that room number, please.” 
 
    She consulted a computer screen.  “That would be eight-oh-seven.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Uh, Mr. Deathwaker?” 
 
    “Yes?”   
 
    “There have been sightings, that is to say, strange creatures have been reported throughout the hotel lately, and now these killings…” 
 
    “Is there a question in there somewhere?” 
 
    “The employees are scared.  They’re asking if it’s safe to work here.  Some are threatening to quit.” 
 
    “And what did you tell them?” 
 
    “That everything will blow over soon, and there are always little problems to be worked out when new management comes in.”  She raised her voice on the last word, making a question out of her statement, looking for my approval. 
 
    “You’re exactly right.  I think you need a dollar-an-hour raise.  Keep up the good work.” 
 
    She smiled happily.  “Oh, thank you.” 
 
    It takes so little to put heart back in employees.  Just gotta wave some cash around.  Money fixes everything.  Or magic.  Or death.  Killing things cleans up a lot of messes.  Note to self: now that the Dragon Emperor has given me a license to kill, go have some words with the Silver Dragon Clan.  Find out how deep their corruption has grown.   
 
    And ravish Vivian while I’m at it.  I still can’t believe she’s skipping the wedding to work for my Grandfather. 
 
    I left the desk, entered the lobby, and turned to the side, returning to the elevators.  Pressing the call button, I waited. 
 
    Running amok on the Dragon World will have to wait until after the Old Man’s wedding to Kinsey.  My godless soul!  That’s tomorrow, isn’t it?  How time flies… 
 
    The doors opened.  I stepped on. 
 
    “Hold the elevator!”  The shout came from behind me, Cleo’s voice. 
 
    I turned and caught the door, stopping it from closing.  Cleo jumped on, and I let go.  The doors closed.  I punched the floor I wanted, and Cleo did the same.  She held half a dozen packages, and assorted bags.  The floor jerked a little as we were lifted.  Her ears were normal, not cat ears, and if she had a tail, it was well concealed by the lavender dress she wore.   
 
    “Out shopping?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, and I met my mom for dinner.  We caught up on a lot of stuff.”  Cleo suddenly looked sad.  “She says she forgives me for running off, and she’s glad my friends are helping her out, but it’s not the same between us.  I’m not human anymore, not the little girl she remembers, and she’s changed, too.” 
 
    Normally, other people’s problems only annoy me, but the ride wasn’t going to last forever, so there was no reason not to encourage her to deflate.   “She’s still your mom, so she probably still loves you.”  At least, that’s what most people think.  Never having had a mother, I wasn’t an expert.  “Maybe she just needs time to see her little girl inside you still.” 
 
    Cleo’s face brightened.  “Yeah, that’s probably it.  There were moments, when she almost seemed like someone I didn’t know.” 
 
    “You’re looking at her as an adult now, not the immature teenager you used to be.  And she’s seeing an adult she’s not familiar with.” 
 
    Not mine of course, but some parents struggle with giving up their kids. 
 
    “Hey, if you’ve been gone, you haven’t met Zahra yet.  She’s a little girl, a cat shifter.  You and the were-kitties are going to be looking after her for a while.  By that, I mean seriously guarding her.  She has the Eyes of Bastet.  She can help us with the second skin-walker.  We killed one of them, by the way.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.  I guess I’ll go and make friends with the girl.” 
 
    The door opened for my floor.  I stepped off, feeling relief that I no longer had to channel Dr. Phil.  Cleo stayed on, heading up.  “Thanks,” she called.  “You’ve helped me a lot.” 
 
    “Probably just an accident.  I see my role in life more as the chaos-bringer than anything else.” 
 
    Nothing else is quite so fun. 
 
    The elevator doors closed.  I wandered down the hall, following the numbers, until I found the suite I wanted.  What surprised me was that there were two fey there in silver chainmail with swords at their sides.  Izumi had reached out to some of our people in Fairy to provide herself with a personal guard.  It was a calculated slap in the face, her way of saying she wasn’t safe with my demon clan soldiers.   
 
    My inner dragon stirred in darkness, scales rubbing.  His eyes were gold stars in the back shadows of my mind.  She has a point.  She almost died under your protection. 
 
    “Yeah, but I saved her, didn’t I?” 
 
    My dragon rippled his length in a kind of dragon-shrug.   
 
    Eyebrows crinkling in confusion, the guards stared, probably wondering who I was talking to.   
 
    “You may announce me to my queen,” I said. 
 
    One of the fey bowed.  “If you will give us a moment first to assure ourselves of your identity…” 
 
    I waited.  I knew they needed to do this, what with skin-walkers running around.  One guard slid a pair of antique-looking glasses on his face that could have dated from revolutionary times.  That was about the technological level of Fairy.  I suspected the lenses were enchanted, a magical way of piercing glamour’s and magical disguises. 
 
    The guard nodded.  “I see your magical affinities: gold dragon magic and shadow magic—but not the death magic of a walker.” 
 
    “So, you’re not really looking at me, but at my magic.” 
 
    “True, my lord.  If we see death magic, we have orders to sound an alarm and to attack the offender.  The same applies if we do not find magic that matches the outward form being shown.” 
 
    “Cool.  I’ll have to see about having some of these glasses made up for me.” 
 
    One of the guards rapped on the door, announcing his intention to open the door.  That told me there were more guards stationed inside.  The guard who’d knocked opened the door and half-entered the suite.  He spoke in low tones, announcing me, then returned.  “Her majesty has left word you are to go in, straight away.” 
 
    I did, passing between two more armed guards, one of which looked me over with magic glasses.  They said nothing as I went on across the suite, one not too different from the one I’d been using, though this one had a navy, ochre, and white palette.  I scanned the white leather furniture in the sitting area.   
 
    No Izumi.   
 
    I took a turn through the bedroom doors, closing them behind me, and heard the shower running.   
 
    There were red and white rose petals on the bed.  The patio curtains were drawn, cutting off the balcony, dimming the light in the room, but the windows faced west.  The sunset threw a bestial shadow on the curtains.  I went over and peeked between them.  
 
    An ice griffin stared back.  It took up half the balcony, its front a snowy feathered eagle, the rest an albino lion’s body with a flicking tail. 
 
    I pulled back and closed the curtains. 
 
    Given what Izumi had just been through, it was hard to call this level of security overkill.  Especially since there was still a skin-walker out there that could become a prehistoric giant sloth.  Well, for once, I’d trust my people to do their jobs.  I was taking the night off.   
 
    In the adjoining en suite, the shower fell silent.  Taking my cue from that, I quickly stripped off my clothes.  The sound of bare feet padded closer.  My cock engorged itself in anticipation of pleasures that were long overdue.   
 
    A naked Imari entered the room, beads of water on her obsidian skin.  She stopped to stare.  “Caine!”  Her gaze dropped to my engorged Monster.  “Put that away before it goes off.” 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” I asked. 
 
    “Playing bait.  One skin-walker targeted Izumi already.  I figure the other might do the same.” 
 
    “Where’s the real Izumi?  Under the bed?  In the closet?” 
 
    “She got your message at the desk.  She portalled out of here, going somewhere to meet you for a night on the town.” 
 
    I felt a flutter of alarm in my guts.  “I left no message!”   
 
    I ran for the door.  I had Izumi’s phone so I couldn’t call her.  I needed to catch her fast, or I might never track her down. 
 
    “Wait,” Imari called.  “Your clothes.” 
 
    “Keep them!  No time…” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    “When things go to hell, they ride a bullet.” 
 
      
 
                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I had a feeling Selene was keeping an eye on me; she was the one who’d sent me to find Izumi and save her life the last time.  Entering the sitting room of the suite, I called out: “Selene, clothes!”  A white, puffy sleeved, pirate shirt suddenly covered my upper torso.  Black spandex pants with a red sash ghosted onto me with the next step.  The third step brought me knee-high, black leather boots.  All I was missing was a Spanish rapier and maybe a mask, and I’d be Zorro. 
 
    Thanks, I can always count on you to dress me funny. 
 
    The fey guards by the door stared as I ran at them.  “Izumi’s not here.  She portalled away a while ago and I think she’s walking into trouble.”  I stopped because—reflexively—they’d half-drawn their swords. 
 
    I have that effect on people. 
 
    “Do you have any magical way of contacting her?” I demanded. 
 
    “N-no, my Lord!” one said. 
 
    “Then I need the message that was left at the desk.  Open that door!” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.”  The other one opened the door.  I entered the hall.  The two inside guards tried to follow me.  I spun back and stopped them.  “You need to stay in case she portals back and needs protection.”  I turned to the outside guards.  “I’m going after Izumi.  She’s in trouble.  Coming?”   
 
    The inside guards nodded to them.   
 
    They clenched the hilts of their silver swords.  One said, “Lead on, my lord!” 
 
    I ran for the elevator.  The two fey kept pace.  I pressed the call button and fumed over every second it took the car to arrive.  The doors dinged open and we jumped in.  The ride down was equally torturous.  The doors opened.  I raced around to the front desk.  The clerk was there, checking out some customers that didn’t want to stay in a hotel where a serial killer was running amok.  Luggage in hand, they hurried toward the lobby.   
 
    The clerk stared with some alarm until she recognized me in the new outfit.  “Mr. Deathwalker?  Is everything all right?” 
 
    “Izumi got a message from you and went out.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.  A little while ago.” 
 
    “Do you still have the message?” 
 
    “No, sir.  Your friend took it with her when she went up to her room.” 
 
    Damn. 
 
    “Think carefully.  Do you remember what the message said?” I asked. 
 
    “Something about a night club.  She didn’t know where it was.  I looked it up on my computer for her.” 
 
    Relief flushed through me.  “Do you remember the name of that nightclub?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t.” 
 
    I glared at her. 
 
    Her face brightened.  “Oh, but I’m still on the internet.  I can back the history up and get it for you.” 
 
    She went to her keypad and tapped madly, staring at her monitor.   After a moment, she looked up at me.  “It’s just off the strip, a place called Noctum.” 
 
    Latin for Nightfall.  I knew the place.  It was where we’d given the Old Man his bachelor party earlier in the week.  Thaddeus King owned it, the local vampire that fancied himself Master of the City. 
 
    “Thanks.”   I spun toward the lobby and found myself almost falling over Colt as he popped in between the fey guards.   
 
    They spotted him and leaped back a step, half-drawing swords, stopping themselves.  Realizing the kid was mine, they relaxed.   
 
    The fools. 
 
    “Hi, Dad.  I’m going with you.  Mom said it was all right.” 
 
    I put hands on Colt’s shoulders.  “Your Aunt Izumi’s heading into trouble.  I need a portal.” 
 
    “To where?” he asked. 
 
    “A nightclub.  Look in my thoughts.”  I closed my eyes and pulled up my memories of it, the outside first.  Brown bricks, a six-story building with regularly spaced double windows…  A disk-shaped sign near the door, a crescent moon painted on both sides, and the word Noctum.  The entrance was a set of blood red, double doors.  I shifted to memories of the inside: a stage for scantily clad dancers, and an area for a DJ to work, scaffolding loaded with stage lights...laser projectors in geodesic balls of chrome with midnight-purple…a sprawling dance floor...   
 
    “Wow,” Colt said.  Cool place.” 
 
    “But can you get us there?” 
 
    Red-copper light blotted out the hotel surroundings.  I felt the universe come unmoored and swing wildly.  This wasn’t portaling from one place to another so much as kicking reality while staying still so the desired location was brought near.  The scary part wasn’t his level of power, but the fact that he used it so thoughtlessly.  Though not without purpose. 
 
    I really hope I don’t get stuck in a wall. 
 
    The light thinned and we were on the edge of the dance floor, the club entrance behind us.  The bar and balcony seating lay on the right.  The place was still filling, recently opened.  A hip-hop song pulsed the air.  On the dance floor, couples gyrated, paying little attention to our arrival.   
 
    The last time I was here, there’d been a riot.  A silver dragon had attacked, and I’d had to change into a fully formed dragon, no half measures.  The building had been damaged.  There was no sign of that now.  Everything looked as it had been before the trouble.  I was seriously thinking of changing the wedding location to here.  The hotel had been infiltrated way too often by the skin-walkers.  But with all the arrangements to be changed—it wasn’t feasible.  
 
    Or was it?  I had an idea, something I needed to talk to Selene about. 
 
    I lifted my gaze to the raised stage.  Wearing metallic body stockings and black boots, four dancers swayed and grinded on the stage.  The outfits looked nearly sprayed on, hiding little as the girls went from the floor, into the air on poles, but they weren’t stripping; nothing came off.  It wasn’t that kind of club. 
 
    The fey guards looked around, taking in the scene as they searched for Izumi.   
 
    I said, “There’s a skin-walker after her.  We’ll stay in pairs as we search.  If at any time you get separated, then reunite, don’t take it for granted your companion is still who they look like.  Their skin could have been highjacked.  Demand a code word as ID.  After each use, each pair changes the password.  At any hesitation, attack.” 
 
    The fey nodded grimly.  One of them leaned into the other and whispered an Elven word. 
 
    Colt looked up at me, grinning.  “Mustang!” 
 
    “Too obvious,” I told him.  “Let’s get more specific.  Shelby.” 
 
    He nodded.  “Got it.” 
 
    I looked at the fey.  “You guys check the dance floor and the tables.  We’ll check everything else, starting with the bouncer.  He might remember letting Izumi in.” 
 
      Colt followed me to the front doors.  Couples filed in past a big guy in a black suit.  He stared at us and frowned.  “Kid’s underage.” 
 
    “He’s in the custody of his Father, he’s not drinking, and it will hurt if stab you in the eye.”  I found my wallet in a back pocket.  I pulled it out and peeled off a fifty.  “Has an Asian woman come through recently, lowering the air temperature like she brought in a cold breeze?” 
 
    His eyes widened in recognition.  “Her?  Hell yeah!”  He snatched the fifty from my hand.  “She just about gave me frostbite.” 
 
    Great!  “Was she alone?” 
 
    “Yeah.  She was eyeing the room, seemed to be looking for someone.” 
 
    Me.  Let’s hope she doesn’t find the skin-walker first. 
 
    I pulled Colt away.  We headed toward the bar.  “You getting a lock on her?” 
 
    “Aunt Izumi is always hard to nail down.  Her glamour deflects me until I’m close.  Playing hide-and-seek with her has always been hard.” 
 
    I walked up to the bar and stood between stools, waving for the bartender.  The guy was thin with slicked-back hair and an attempt at a mustache on his face.  “What can I get you?” 
 
    “I’m looking for a friend.  Asian, big rack, the cold type.  Have you seen her?” 
 
      He pointed up.  “She went to the balcony a few minutes ago.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Get word to King that Deathwalker is in the house.  Tell him he’s got trouble.  There’s a skin-walker hunting.” 
 
    “A skin-walker?  What the hell’s that?” 
 
    “Pray you never find out.”  I love being ominous.  “Just get that message to him, now!” 
 
    Colt followed me to the stairs that led to the overhanging balcony above us.  We ran up them, the little guy lagging.   
 
    He needs to hit the gym a little more; do some cross-country running.  Depending on raw power has developed him unevenly.   
 
    I made a mental note to fix that.   
 
    He groaned behind me on the stairs, as if reading my thoughts. 
 
    I came off the stairs and glanced across an area of scattered tables, a row of them along the balcony’s edge, letting customers look down on the rest of the club.  There weren’t that many people, so Izumi was easy to pick up.  She’d taken a table at the balcony’s edge and there was a guy standing near her.   
 
    Casual, walking toward her, I tried not to give away the fact that anything was wrong.  If the guy was the skin-walker, I wanted to be close enough to pounce before suspicion developed.  I strained my dragon hearing, trying to filter out the background noise and hear Izumi’s conversation.  Music from the speakers made this difficult. 
 
    Izumi saw me.  Her face brightened.  Then her gaze fell on Colt.  She frowned, no doubt thinking she was being stuck with babysitting tonight. 
 
    Colt muttered behind me.  “I’m not a baby.” 
 
    “I know.”   
 
    The guy talking to her, turned to see who’d grabbed her attention, his expression one of irritation.  He must have thought his chances were pretty good with Izumi.   
 
    “Lady’s with me,” I said.  “Get lost.” 
 
    His smile soured.  Anger glinted in his eyes as the muscles of his jaw knotted.  He trembled like an epileptic having a seizure, looking for a place to fall down.  Only he didn’t fall.  The clothing he wore, and the skin underneath, burst off him as if he’d exploded.  He zoomed up, a dark, fuzzy mass of fur.  Rearing on hind legs, balanced by a stubby log of a tail, he’d have towered twenty feet except the ceiling made him bow his head and shoulders.  The prehistoric giant sloth opened its pointy snout and shrilled its rage, a sound that cut through the hip-hop music like a chainsaw.  An improvement actually.  It hunched over me, eyes red coals, freaky claws slashing.   
 
    I braced myself and caught the descending arm, getting under it.  The blow was heavy, threatening to break my back.  A human would have been bludgeoned to the floor.  My dragon strength let me take the hit, stopping his swing cold.  I had no time to go full dragon and I couldn’t retreat until I knew Izumi was out of danger.  Unfortunately, she wasn’t the running type.  I knew she’d stubbornly stand and fight alongside me no matter what I said. 
 
    I shot a kick into the sloth’s groin area, unable to tell if I was hitting anything important.  “Colt!”  As I called his name, I dodged aside, sliding over the table to land in Izumi’s lap. 
 
    “On it!” he piped.   
 
    Red-copper light flashed.  Massive jags of energy crawled over the sloth, setting its fur on fire.  Pockets of flesh were blown off the monster.   
 
    It wheeled away from the electrical discharges, kicking through the table.   
 
    Izumi and I were slammed to the side, into the floor.   
 
    The Sloth plunged over the railing and vanished, dropping to the lower floor where curses and shrieks went up.   
 
    I rolled off Izumi and yelled at her.  “Go back to the hotel.  The beast is after you.  I can’t fight it and protect you at the same time.” 
 
    “But you need me!” 
 
    I stood.  “That’s why I want you safe.  Don’t argue.  Please.” 
 
    Her face went all cross and grumpy, but she said, “Fine.” 
 
    My face went all cross and grumpy as I watched Colt leap the balcony railing, following the beast down. 
 
    “Fuck!”  I jumped to the railing, balanced there a heartbeat, then jumped for distance, aiming at the giant sloth.   
 
    Colt drifted slowly, having partially deflected gravity.  Moving at high velocity, I passed him, plunging into fur.  My right arm hooked its neck.  I slid to its back, landing well away from those deadly teeth.  It let me do this, taking the time to pat out little fires on its body. 
 
    I concentrated my shadow magic and golden dragon magic together in my free hand, creating a sword so I could carve out its liver. 
 
    The monster stalled, blocked by several of King’s vampire bodyguards.  They held guns, firing.  I also spotted the swift approach of the silvery-clad fey.  They held drawn swords, ready for action.   
 
    The patrons at the bar had enough sense to run away, spreading panic as they went. 
 
    Cause that always helps. 
 
    Hating my weight on it—or maybe just my existence—the sloth lurched sideways.  This got it away from the gunfire, and had the added benefit of crushing me under its weight, over and over as it rolled toward the dance floor.  On the fourth roll, I lost my grip and the beast went on without me.  The fey pursued, getting in the way of the vampire guards so they couldn’t shoot.   
 
    Colt tossed a stream of red-copper lightning.  The intertwined jags actually arced around the fey to miss them completely, then got back on track for the monster.  The lightning picked up the sloth and slammed it through the air.  The monster slid into the crowd, and became a trampled rug as the skin was abandoned.   
 
    Much smaller now, the skin-walker was using a new form.  I looked for someone who moved like they were hurt, who might smell of smoke from being set on fire.  Then again, they might have left the injuries behind when returning to their natural form.  There was a lot I didn’t know, having little experience with this type of witch. 
 
    One guy caught my eye, a jock in a numbered football jacket.  He was tall, thin, and blonde; the Hollywood quarterback type.  He limped, keeping his back to me. 
 
    Bingo! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    “My fault?!?  See if I try and help you again.” 
 
      
 
                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Formed from memory, I had a wide selection of shadow-magic patterns on different body parts so they could be activated one at a time, not en mass.  The sword in my hand was born of my two souls—a black core wreathed in golden jags of lightning.  Holding the weapon so the point skimmed low above the floor, I ran at the limping jock, determined not to let him get away.  By him, I meant her.  The skin-walker was a her.  The outside was just illusion,  
 
    Colt held his fire, as did the vampire guards.  Too many innocents were in the way, or they didn’t know who to aim at.   
 
    I might be the only one who’s ID the witch. 
 
    The music cut off sharply.  This made the screams and shouted questions of the crowd more distinct.  It also made it easier to hear running steps behind me, my back-up. 
 
    The crowd—charged by men with guns and swords—were doing their best to get to the exits, sweeping my skin-walker jock along.  I kept losing him as the crowd swirled, ever shifting.  From their perspective, this probably looked like a low-grade terrorist attack where the bad guys use hammers and stuff.  The lightning blasts on the sloth could easily have been interpreted as bomb vest malfunctions.  No matter how it looked, I needed to bring down this skin-walker before she skinned again. 
 
    I reached the edge of the dance floor where the tables began, and saw the jock—what was left of him: his jacket and skinned off face.  Now abandoned, the face had eye-holes and no expression.  The objects smelled smoky, but the scent was fading. 
 
    Paused, I scanned the crowd for anyone limping.  How many pieces of skin and clothing changes can she be walking around with to make these quick changes anyway? 
 
    The vampire guards joined me, looking down at the items I’d found.  One of them picked up the jacket for a closer inspection.  As his hand touched it, his regular suit faded off and he seemed to be wearing a complete wardrobe change for down to sneakers and torn jeans.  He dropped the jacket and his regular clothes returned.   
 
    “There’s a spell on the jacket to finish the disguise so she doesn’t have to haul a complete suitcase around while changing identities.”  It was similar to the tricks my own clan used to pass for human in public. 
 
    “Freakin’ weird,” the vamp guard said. 
 
    I decided to focus them a little more.  “Skin-walker’s in the crowd.  You might have some skinned bodies lying around.  Check the restrooms and private spaces later.  Right now, we’re looking for someone limping, who might be trying to hide it by moving slow.” 
 
    They nodded their understanding. 
 
    All we could really do was follow the herd, like sheepdogs sniffing for wolf.   
 
    And then Thaddeus King arrived in our midst in a blur of vampire speed.  When he stopped moving, the details of an expensive money-green suit could be seen.  He wore it well; tall, thin, thirtyish, with broad shoulders.  A hematite ring glinted gray on his hand, the same color as his slicked-back hair.  His presence drew his men to him.   
 
    He said, “Put away the guns.  Stop scaring the customers.  It’s no wonder they’re panicking.  And get those idiot-elves to put away their swords.  If word gets out we attack our patrons, we’ll be out of business in a week.” 
 
    I stared at him.  “You’re just letting the walker get away?” 
 
    “Knowing you, it’s one of your enemies who’s only here because you are.  If you stay away, I’m sure my life will be much easier.” 
 
    Colt walked up to me.  “This is a bust, Dad.  We should have brought Zahra with us.  She could have used the Eyes of Bast to find the walker fast.” 
 
    I thought for a second that Colt was being incautious, letting information slip out in public.  Then I realized he was doing it on purpose.  After all, we wanted word of the relic out there.  With the relic to go after directly, the walker might abandon the cat-and-mouse games with my women. 
 
    I gave Colt a stern look.  “We’re not supposed to talk about the Eyes, remember?  We don’t want everyone to know what we have.” 
 
    Colt widened his eyes dramatically and touched a hand to his lips.  “Oh, sorry.” 
 
    The air went ice cold.  Izumi came up between Colt and me.  “You found the Eyes of Bastet and you didn’t tell me?” 
 
    I hissed at her.  “Sshhh, if I want the world to know I’ll produce an infomercial.”  I swung my gaze to King.  “I, ah, can rely on your discretion in not letting this get out?” 
 
    The calculation in his eyes vanished, replaced by affable charm as he smiled toothily.  “Why, my dear friend, you know I have your best interests at heart.”   
 
    You are such a liar. 
 
    I smiled back.  “Good to know.” 
 
    King said, “You are perhaps planning to put this item up for auction, soon?  I know a number of master vampires that would appreciate an opportunity to bid.” 
 
    I decided to let slip a little more, confident that news would be all over the city, if not the country, by dawn.  “As you know, we have the Old Man’s wedding tomorrow.  That’s got my whole focus right now.  Until that’s over, I’m keeping Zahra close, and under massive guard.” 
 
    The vampire leaned closer, lowering his voice.  “This woman is essential to using the Eyes?” 
 
    I hesitated.  “I’ve probably said too much.”  I knew he’d take my non-denial as a yes. 
 
    He pulled back.  “You’re right.  I shouldn’t pry.  It’s just such an interesting subject.  I feel relieved to finally know just what brought you my city.  The Eyes of Bastet, such a prize!” 
 
    “Well I also had to destroy the dimensional access of the Villagers so they can’t meddle in my business anymore.  Most people don’t survive such interference.”  Having delivered my unsubtle threat, I held out hands to Colt and Izumi.  “Come on guys.  Let’s go back to the hotel.  Tomorrow is going to be a very busy day.” 
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    Morning came around and I needed a very hot shower.  Half the night had been spent fine-tuning Izumi’s lady parts.  She no longer had reason to doubt my sexual interest.  I’d burned up a lot of energy—and magic; I’d had to keep my body heated against her cold magic.  In the throes of passion, she’d lost control in several ways.  Her bedroom had drifts of snow and frosted walls.  Icicles hung from the ceiling.   
 
    The bedding had become wet where my dragon heat had kept me alive during her multiple orgasms.  Cuddling in the afterglow, the wet sheets had hardened knife-like ridges of ice.  Sleeping on them had challenged the toughness of my skin.   
 
    Leaving Izumi to pleasant dreams, I went in search of the clothes I’d worn here.  I’d take a shower in my room, where I had fresh clothing waiting.  I also needed to get my phone from the Mustang where I’d left it.    
 
    Today, Imari was calling the shots.  She’d be running the security, heightening it for the wedding, screening the caterers and the delivery people.  Our clan had enemies.  Anyone—not just the skin-walker—could strike in the confusion.  Therefore, confusion needed to be kept to a bare minimum.  Imari had given me that speech several times this week.  I expected it at least once more today.   
 
    Not finding my clothing in the frigid wilderness of the bedroom, I went on out into the rest of the suite.  The guards were watching the big screen TV, having worked out the mysteries of the plastic remote control.  They stood at attention as I entered the room.  “Chill guys.  Say, if my clothes turn up, could you have them sent to my room?” 
 
    “As you command.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    I paused.  “Hey, can I get one of you guys to throw a glamour on me—something to wear—so I don’t have to walk the hotel halls naked?” 
 
    They looked at each other.  One nodded to the other.  He looked back at me.  “Of, course!”  He lifted a hand, made a number of mystic passes, and rattled off a few lines of Elven.  There was a brief shimmer of blue-white star-points in the air around me.  They faded.  I looked down at myself.  I still felt naked, but I saw a black suit, shoes, and blood red shirt.  The shirt gaped open at the collar.  
 
    “Thanks.”  I moved toward the hallway door.  One of the guards hurried to get ahead of me.  He opened it, calling to the outer guards.  “The lord is departing.” 
 
    The outer guards bowed low as I passed, a greater display of respect from Izumi’s people than I normally received.  A lot of them considered themselves more hers to command than mine, having been loaned to Izumi by her mother, the Queen of the Winter Court.  They’d never been discourteous, exactly, just cold and distant.  This sincere respect was suspicious.  
 
    I turned back to them.  “Okay, guys, why the change of heart over Izumi’s outsider love interest?” 
 
    The guards straightened and looked at one another, unsure of who would explain.  The one on the left lost the staring contest.  He said, “You proved devotion to our mistress in snatching her out of last night’s trap.  And because you have sated her, our princess’ mood will be most pleasant in the days to come, and lastly…”  He fell silent.   
 
    The other guard jumped in.  “We have learned the potency of your seed, seeing the one called Colt.  If the fey are given such an heir, Princess Izumi can hold her head high with pride.  She will be able to smile, bathed in the delight of her mother and all the Winter Court.” 
 
    Always comes back to kids.  The fey have a special love for children since ages of magic-use has diminished their population, distorting Elven DNA until half the time, what they spawn is only fit for the darkness of the Shadow and Nightmare Courts.  It’s why they have a reputation for stealing human children.  Not all love is healthy.  The dark fey love children, gaining power by consuming their innocence, and sometimes their flesh. 
 
     I nodded my understanding and continued on my way.  “Got it.  Thanks.”   
 
    Outside my door, my female guards were back on duty, coats open to speed up their draws if they needed their guns.  Ash-blonde Jada—of the Desert Eagle, and small breasts—was as crisp as ever.  Even her mint green tie looked freshly pressed.  The brunette Leah, with tits of thunder, still wore her signature smell of gardenias and lavender.   
 
    Both wore black suits and sunglasses.  Something about the sunglasses tugged at my magical dragon senses.  My inner dragon roused, staring out through my eyes.   
 
    He said: Magical items.  They’ve been enspelled.  Probably meant to see through the skin-walker’s disguise if she shows up again.  I doubt they’d prove effective. 
 
    Imari’s work.  My First Sword was upping her game. 
 
    Getting closer I called out.  “Good morning, ladies.  Did you miss me?” 
 
    Eyes hidden by magical shades, they gave me a once over and frowned.  Jada pulled her Desert Eagle semi-automatic, holding it in a two-handed grip.  “He’s glowing blue!” 
 
    Leah was a second slower in drawing, but to be fair, her larger tits did get in the way.  She pulled an all-black Walther-PPKS hand gun, pointing it at me.  The PPKS looked dainty with its rounded top to reduce glare, and its tapered muzzle, but the 9mm rounds it fired would do appropriate damage. 
 
    I stopped and lifted my hands.  “It’s me guys.  I just left Izumi’s, my clothes missing in action.  Her guards threw a glamour on me to hide my assets.  You can relax.” 
 
    They didn’t.  They didn’t seem to buy my story, either.  Their faces were flinty and grim.  The guns didn’t waver in the slightest.  I didn’t like being on the receiving end of the weapons, but I couldn’t fault their professionalism.  
 
    “Look,” I said.  The color of the magic seen by the glasses is silver-blue, right?  That’s fey winter court magic.  If I were a skin-walker, the glasses would show black or a sour green for the death magic of a witch.” 
 
    From the side of her mouth, Jada spoke to her partner.  “What do you think?” 
 
    “If he’s right—and likely he is—it’s only a visual illusion.  We ought to be able to touch bare skin where we see clothes.”  Leah licked her lips in anticipation.  “You keep that cannon of yours on him while I check him out.” 
 
    “Why do you get to feel him up?” 
 
    “It was my idea.”  Leah kept her gun pointing at me as she edged around, taking a position just behind my left shoulder.  “Don’t even twitch.”  She moved closer, crouched low, and pressed the muzzle of her PPKS into my back. 
 
    I sighed, admiring the depths of my patience. 
 
    Her left hand slid along my ribs, across my abs, and probed their chiseled perfection, dropping to the hair at the base of my dick.  Her hand glided lower, finding my cock semi-soft, but hardening with the attention received.  Her hand enclosed me—barely.  She played with my length, gasping as I grew and grew. 
 
    “Well?” Jada called.  “Can’t you tell?” 
 
    “Gimme a minute, will ya?” 
 
    “You need that long?” Jada asked. 
 
    “Mmmmm.  Long.  It’s a, uh, hard job.  Gotta do it right.” 
 
    “Ah, for the love of little green apples!”  Jada sighed, rolled her eyes, and put her gun away.  “Stop molesting the boss and let him go inside.” 
 
    “Fine.  And I do mean fine.”  Leah released me, straightened, and pulled the muzzle out of my back.  She holstered her PPKS, and slapped me on the ass.  “Sorry about that.  Just doing my job.” 
 
    She didn’t sound sorry at all.  I let it all go because it hadn’t exactly been unpleasant, and I figured Leah would fight much harder, knowing exactly what it was she protected for the sake women everywhere.   
 
    Only my monster was put out when the attention vanished.  His voice echoed in my head: Hey, what gives?  We’re not done! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    “This damn perfection is such a burden.” 
 
      
 
                                               —Caine Deathwalker’s cock 
 
      
 
    Jada opened the door.  I went in. 
 
    My right nut said: I didn’t get a squeeze. 
 
    My left nut said: And I have so much to give! 
 
    I sighed.  One of these days I really am going to get my head examined. 
 
    My Monster said: I just did that!  It was great—far as it went. 
 
    I growled.  All of you, shut the fuck up.  I’m trying to pass for sane here. 
 
    Several more demon guards were in the sitting area, watching the sports channel.  Zero-T was with them.  He’d probably claimed to have business with me to get close to my First Sword.  Inari was in my kitchenette, stealing one of my beers.  Naked, a trace of orange flame skittering around her obsidian flesh, she twisted off the cap and took a long swing.  Though a dedicated nudist, she meant nothing sexual by it, having the same indifference to clothing that many shape-shifters develop.  I wondered if she ever hung with them. 
 
    She saw me watching her.  “What?” 
 
    “Beer for breakfast?”  I had no problem with early alcohol consumption, but I had to give her grief about it.  I stage whispered, “You’re not an alcoholic, are you?” 
 
    “My metabolism won’t let me get drunk.  Burns the alcohol off instantly.  You know that.” 
 
    I did actually.  She’d once defended the clan house by challenging the horde leaders to a drinking contest, putting them all under the table.   
 
    Beat by a girl.  How embarrassing. 
 
    “Listen,” I said, “before last-minute wedding preparations absorb everyone’s energy, I need you, Zahra, Colt, and Selene for a quick conference in the Old Man’s suite.” 
 
    “Now?” she asked. 
 
    I glanced at the balcony, judging the strength of sunlight.  It was still morning.  I needed to shower and dress for the day.  “Send word around, but set the meeting for an hour from now, and have the hotel kitchen send up some food.” 
 
    She saluted with the beer bottle.  “Soon as I finish this.” 
 
    I moved on past the sitting area, and turned right into my bedroom.  The bed was rumpled and unmade.  I went over and touched the sheets where Imari had lain.  Their crispy warmth invited a return to sleep, but since Imari herself wasn’t part of the deal, I resisted manfully and headed to the shower.   
 
    I ran the water hot and let the steam build up.  The glamour I wore broke up about then, having been a temporary measure—not enough power invested for long-term wear.  I stepped into the pulsating spray and grabbed the soap.  And was grabbed in turn by female hands.   
 
    Reflexively, I threw an elbow back with enough force to crack open a head.  The blow was blocked.  A warm female body slithered around me.  Selene came into view.  I relaxed.  This was one skin I knew the skin-walker would never get.   
 
    “Aren’t you happy to see me?” Selene asked. 
 
    “Always happy to see you.”  I slid welcoming arms around her, holding her tight, “You need to remember there’s a skin-walker on the loose who’s ambushing people and skinning them alive.  Until we get her, you might want to reconsider suddenly jumping on people.” 
 
    “Speaking of jumping on people…”  Her hand reached between us, gripping my stiffy. 
 
    My Monster said: This better not be another tease. 
 
    I shot a question at my cock: Didn’t you get enough with Izumi?  On and off, we must have gone at it for six hours. 
 
    My cock answered: Enough is never enough. 
 
    Right ball said: Ditto. 
 
    Left ball said: Double ditto. 
 
    “Hmmm.  That’s new,” Selene said.  “When did the balls start talking, too?” 
 
    I stared at her.  “Wait a second.  You can hear them?” 
 
    She gave my cock a loving jerk.  “Of course.  I am soul-bonded to your dragon.  He can hear them, so I can as well.  I think it’s kind of cute.” 
 
    “You’re not going to go around telling people, I hope.” 
 
    She gave me a calculating stare combined with a half-smile.  “I’m saving it for when I really need something special extorted from you.  Blackmail is such a handy tool…” 
 
    Her hand stopped jerking me.  “Speaking of tools…” 
 
    “Hmmm?”  She lowered her head and attacked one nipple with teeth and tongue. 
 
    I added pressure to her shoulder, pushing her down to her knees.  My turgid length rubbed the side of her face.  My cock said: Come on, baby, you know what I like. 
 
    Right balls shouted: Don’t forget us. 
 
    She smiled, looking up at me.   “Okay, the commentary is a little weird, even for me.  Tell them to shut-up, or I’ll start biting—hard.” 
 
    I winced.   
 
    Monster said: Message received. 
 
    Left Ball said: Shutting up. 
 
    Right Ball said: I’m already shut up.  Like, in a scrotum, get it? 
 
    I sent a hard thought to my guys.  Just do as the lady says.  Piss her off, and really bad things happen.   
 
    As the boys obeyed, perfect silence hung in my thoughts.  I guess they knew better than to annoy the velvet-soft mouth of doom, and pleasure.  Speaking of which… 
 
      
 
    Eventually, I finished my shower.  I had Selene dress me in a skin-tight body stocking for ease of motion.  “Selene, jump us to my Malibu armory, please.” 
 
    She waved.  Everything turned red.  The jump to my Malibu basement allowed me to adorn myself with knives, throwing spikes, and holsters for my PPK Storm semi-automatics.  “Back to the hotel, love.” 
 
    She gestured.  A wash of red light swallowed us.  There was a flutter of gravity, and we were back in Las Vegas, in my room. 
 
    I put on my steel-toed boots for casual stomping.  For the rest…  “I need an enchanted item, my love.” 
 
    Selene smiled and kissed me hard.  She smelled of fresh spilt blood, an odd choice for perfume for anyone but her.  “It will cost you.” 
 
    “Tonight, I’m entirely yours.” 
 
    “So, what do you need?” 
 
    “This is how I’ll be all day, but I want everyone else to see the equivalent of fey glamour—something like that midnight-red tux you made for me before.” 
 
    She touched my earlobe.  I felt a hard pinch.  She drew her hand back.  There was a spot of blood on her thumb.  She licked it clean.  “There, one enchanted item.” 
 
    I reached and felt a stud earring.  “I hadn’t actually planned on getting my ear pierced.” 
 
    “No need to thank me.  It looks good on you.” 
 
    “Let me see.”  I went into the bathroom and stared at the mirror over the sink.  There was a dark crystal with a hint of red at its heart.  It was set in gold.  And it did look good on me.  “That’s not garnet or ruby, is it?” 
 
    Selene pressed herself against my ass, trapping my body against the sink.  Her hands slithered up my torso as she hugged me, staring over my shoulder, into the mirror.  “No, dearest treasure, it’s cuprite, a crystal formed from oxidized copper.  It’s mined on the Red Moon by a devoted band of killer dwarves.  As long as I get first pick of their jewelry—and a percentage of sales—they’re left to work happily, and to trade in Talon City. 
 
    I lifted an eyebrow.  “You have a shop there?” 
 
    “Yes, in a better area of town from Red’s Tattoo Parlor.” 
 
    Selene drew back.  “We’re late for your meeting.” 
 
    “Not if you bend time just a little.” 
 
    “Men, you’re all so high maintenance.” 
 
    I turned, in my mind, an image of her naked, spread out before me, the luscious folds of her sex dripping wet as I devoured her with slow fervor.  Lust kindled in her eyes.  Her breathing came faster.  A shudder went through her whole body. 
 
    “Tonight,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Fine.  I suppose you’ll earn your keep at that.” 
 
    A shimmer of little red stars covered her.  When the glitter died, a filmy red gown covered her.  She wore a necklace of the same cuprite she given me, though her stones were several times larger, each five separated by an onyx bead.  Her hair was intricately piled on her head, tied with red ribbons, leaving a bare neck that begged for nuzzling.  Red-gold bracelets occupied both wrists, and she wore red pumps with four-inch stiletto heels.  These last were her usual weapons of choice when getting physical. 
 
    I took her hand.  “I think we’re almost ready for all the surprises this day holds.” 
 
    “Time will tell.”  Selene smiled, and red light wrapped us in bright wings.  I felt a lurch, and we stood outside the Old Man’s suite. 
 
    I looked at my watch.  Time had bent.  We were five minutes early.  “Too bad we can’t do that in combat, to recover from a mistake.” 
 
    “And let two of you exist in proximity, bearing identical cells?  Highly dangerous.  The laws of physics would object strenuously, and the Universe could explosively cancel out the contradiction by killing both versions.  If this time’s you weren’t in Malibu with me right now, I wouldn’t risk it.” 
 
    Right, it’s why Colt didn’t come back until he was nine.  It also means that a nineteen-year-old Colt could show up at any time.  I hoped Colt never realized that.  Managing one of him is hard enough. 
 
    Selene knocked twice, then walked right into the surface of the door, tugging me along by the hand.  Inside, the huge space sprawled to the French doors of the balcony.  The curtains were drawn.  The people I’d asked for were all present, cloistered around several metal carts laden with covered serving dishes.  Plates were being handed out and lids were lifted to scent the air with eggs, sausage, bacon, and hot cakes.  A waiter bowed, backing away from the fare he’d bought.   
 
    My First Sword—now dressed—escorted him to the door.  Selene and I stepped aside so he could leave.  I shut the door and locked it, staring at Imari in her black leather suit, hoop earrings, and polished bald head.  I asked, “How come you don’t say anything about the Old Man not having guards, but give me grief all the time?” 
 
    “He has Colt and Zahra with him.  And he’s also highly perceptive.  You just get lucky.” 
 
    Sadly, Selene nodded agreement. 
 
    I glared at her next.  “You’re supposed to be on my side.” 
 
    She smiled and gave me a quick kiss on the cheek.  “But lover, we’re all on your side.”  She walked toward the buffet.  “I’ll have a little of everything.  Is there any braised hummingbird tongue?” 
 
    I headed that way, too.  “Fine, but then we all have to have a meeting of minds.  There’re certain precautions I need in place before the day starts unfolding and the Old Man goes to the gallows.” 
 
    He looked at me.  “Gallows?” 
 
    “I meant ‘before you get hitched.’” 
 
    “You think you’re not married?  Somethings don’t need a paper and ceremony to define themselves.  You, my son, are married many times over.  Just not in the eyes of human law.” 
 
    I shuddered at the thought. 
 
    He led Colt and Zahra to the couch.  Colt had exchanged his usual death-head-printed hoodie for an all-black one.  Personally, I thought he should have stayed with the skull motif as an omen of things to come: my Cousin Kinsey had a dragon’s appetite—once the honeymoon started, she’d all but eat the Old Man alive.    
 
    Zahra looked relaxed among us strangers.  Her night with the were-kitties must have helped a lot.  Someone had found her a teal blue dress, black Maryjane shoes, and a pair of white gloves.  Her braided hair fell down her back.  As if sensing my stare, she looked up, a buttered triangle of toast in her mouth.   
 
    Her eyes started as deep brown, but warmed, flashing moon-bright silver as her gaze swept me, up and down.  I think she counted all the weapons hidden under my glamour.  Well, Selene had tried her best, but another goddess was involved.  Zahra finished her inspection and gave me a tentative smile that continued as she attacked her plate once more.   
 
    I think my status as a walking arsenal comforted her a little.  That and the fact that Colt kept smuggling his bacon onto her plate when she wasn’t looking.  He was well on the way to winning the heart of another girl for his harem. 
 
    The door to the hall shuddered under pounding, maybe a kick or two.  I walked over.    
 
    Odd.  We’re not expecting anyone else. 
 
    I reached for the knob. 
 
    Julia’s voice came through the door.  “Open up!  I know you’re in there, Colt.  You don’t get to visit Grandpa without me!  I know I explained the rules to you!” 
 
    Colt chortled gleefully from the couch, for once acting very much like a nine-year old child. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    “Tactics are fine, but nothing’s 
 
    better than a surprise.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I helped myself to a golden-brown biscuit; splitting it, adding butter, jamming it full of folded bacon.  I wolfed it and washed it down with coffee.   
 
    Julia joined me, without giving me so much as a nod of greeting.  Busy scoping out Zahra—now visible—and Colt, fawning on her, Julia paid little attention to what she piled on her plate.  I grinned.  She’d just acquired a new brother and was already in danger of losing control over him.   
 
    Finishing my repast, I went to the sitting area, standing where they could easily see me.   
 
    Julia went over and flopped down on the couch, on Colt’s open side, staking a claim of her own.   
 
    Girl’s upping her game.  Nothing like a challenger to make a warrior fight seriously. 
 
    “Okay, listen up.  I have faith that Imari has done an excellent job with security for today’s events.  Don’t take this as me second-guessing her in any way.  She’ll run the show, and hopefully, our many enemies won’t crash the party.  What I’m going to propose is a counter-measure in case everything goes to hell despite our best efforts.  Say, the skin-walker kills Cousin Kinsey and impersonates the bride so she can stab the Old Man at the altar.” 
 
    As if to interrupt, the Old Man lifted a finger but then dropped his hand and let it go. 
 
    I looked at him.  “Hey, it could happen.” 
 
    He said, “True, but do you have to look so happy about it?” 
 
    Out of my many well-practiced looks, I pulled out #35: Tortured-and-Misunderstood, adding in just a little bit of Long-Suffering Saint.  I don’t think I got it quite right, but then I’m no saint. 
 
    Colt snickered.   
 
    Zahra joined him. 
 
    Too mature to snicker, Julia contented herself with rolling her eyes at her brother.  A gesture he thoroughly ignored. 
 
    Definitely didn’t nail it. 
 
    I pressed on.  “Anyway, I’m adding a massive surprise that I hope we won’t need.” 
 
    The Old Man said, “We now have three hundred guests attending, most of those our own clansmen.  We’ve hired the entire Magic-user’s Guild to sniff out trouble, and to counter any magic-based threats—hopefully before they develop.  The chances of the skin-walker getting in…” 
 
    “I know, I know…”  I raised both hands and patted the air, quieting the murmurs that arose around the room.  “If we don’t take this extra precaution, you know damn well something will happen to make us wish we had.  The Universe is nothing if not a perverted son of bitch.  And I’d rather have a card up my sleeve go unused than to need one and not have it.” 
 
    Colt looked up at me, a copper-red light in his eyes.  I had to wonder how many dimensions of time and space he was peering into.  He said, “You’re going to need another edge.  Better stay close to Zahra.” 
 
    Selene floated as if there was a chair under her, which there wasn’t.  “Colt, don’t spoil the lovely surprise that’s coming.  Your father handles utter disasters all the time.  It’s something he’s really good at.  We just need to let him do his thing as we enjoy.”   
 
    I slid my glance from Colt to Julia.  “You two need to stay close to Zahra.  If she sees through the skin-walker’s disguise, it will be because the witch is here and after her.  I’m counting on you two to protect her, and get word to security,” 
 
    Imari said, “I’ll have Zero-T on them as well.”   
 
    The Old Man sighed.  “I’m glad the bride’s not here to hear how special her day will be.” 
 
    Selene’s smile widened even more.  “Oh, trust me, she will never forget this wedding.” 
 
    “That’s so comforting,” the Old Man lied.  “Why do I suddenly feel like the Captain of the Titanic?” 
 
    I pointed a finger at him.  “People did survive that, you know?  Let’s not lose our enthusiasm, people.” 
 
    Julia set her plate of untasted food on the coffee table, and stood, drawing attention to herself as she joined the “adult” conversation.  “You don’t have to worry, Dad.  I’m going to have my .22s. on me.  Let evil rear its ugly head; I’m ready.” 
 
    I smiled at her.  “You are such a comfort.” 
 
    Hearing compliments going out, Colt waved for my attention.  “C’mon, Dad, tell them about the disjointed space.” 
 
    Selene frowned at him.  “Colt.  No spoilers!” 
 
    He ducked his head.  “Sorry, Mom.” 
 
    The Old Man looked thoughtful.  “An altered space that can be sealed off from danger, or one we can close once a major threat arrives, giving evil nowhere to run?” 
 
    I smiled.  “Exactly.  Either way, my gut is telling me we’ll need it.  I’m going from here to the ballroom where the wedding and reception will be held.  Selene will help with the spell set up.  We’ll coordinating with the Magic-user’s Guild so they don’t freak.” 
 
    “Which just leaves two questions.”  Imari was so into the discussion, her red eyes narrowed and a dance of orange flames swirled across her obsidian scalp.  “Where will this spell take the room to, and are you going to warn us before the spell goes off?” 
 
    I nodded to Selene, letting her take the explanation. 
 
    “Since we can benefit from the home court advantage,” she said, “the spell will take the ballroom to the Red Moon’s throne room.  It can easily hold a thousand people.” 
 
    “Better keep the flying mechs under control,” I told Selene.  I had mental visions of overly-excited gargoyles barging inside, peeing acid rain down on the guests. 
 
    “I’ll talk to them, dear.”  Selene said. 
 
    I nodded.  “Imari, pass this last piece of information on to our troops and guests.  Just before the disjointed space is triggered, if it needs to be, I’ll yell ‘Code Crimson.’” 
 
    Selene squealed.   “Ooo, that’s my color!” 
 
    The Old Man leaned forward in his armchair.  “What’s the point in cueing us in when the transition will be over in an instant and is independent of our actions?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “If it’s a known possibility, confusion will be diminished if it happens.  That’s an advantage.  And any bad guys swept up will have no way back unless they surrender and play nicely.  That might keep the disruption to a minimum.” 
 
    “Why all that if we have Selene with us.  Can’t she just instantly stomp out any trouble we have?  She is a goddess, right?”  Imari looked from Selene to me, seeking her answer. 
 
    Selene floated a little higher on her invisible throne.  She crossed her legs the other way.  “Blood, violence, and chaos feed my power.  It is against my nature to interfere in these things—without good reason.  Please don’t ask me to deprive myself of the coming spectacle.  I’ve waited a thousand years for this moment in time.” 
 
     “I’m getting the distinct feeling that whatever precautions I’ve taken are going to amount to pissing in the wind.” Imari sighed, looking down at the carpet, then cheered at once, lifting her head.  “Well, when you have to pass through the fire, it’s best done through the heart of the blaze, as fast as possible.” 
 
    “Words to live by.  Okay, I’m off.”  Selene wafted off her seat in the air and followed me to the door.  We went out together and wandered around to the back of the hotel, taking the great escalator to the main floor.    
 
    We wandered to a ballroom used for special events such as proms and conventions.  It was ours for the day.  Demon guards and a few of the local magic-users were on the lookout for trouble.  After scanning Selene and me with assorted charmed items, we were allowed in. 
 
    The ballroom was huge, the carpeting wheat-gold with black-and-white patterns that were vaguely Greek.  On a round table under theatrical lighting, the wedding cake was five tiers.  Secondary cakes were off to the side on a long table, along with folded purple napkins, china saucers, and silverware.   Track lighting dominated the many tables, casting down a purple light on the white-lace table clothes, turning them lilac.  The corners of the room were packed with purple and pinkish-blue hydrangea arrangements.  White candles in very large glass jars occupied center spaces along the tables, along with more flowers.   
 
    More guards were inside, and I saw some of our clan techs rigging TV cameras so events would be preserved for posterity.  I wasn’t sure that last was really a good idea.   
 
    Winter and Angie strolled along the tables, sniffing the empty seats.  “Who needs bomb sniffing dogs when we’ve got werewolves?”  Even in human form, their olfactory senses were phenomenal.   
 
    Solstice, my favorite hippie witch, stood over in a corner, admiring the giant-headed hydrangeas.  She had on a kind of peasant dress, all white and lacy.  I guess no one had told her not to compete with the bride.  Or maybe she’d be changing before the ceremony.  There was still a lot of time.  An older woman—mid-fifties, long gray hair, black dress with silver jewelry—stayed close to the magical teenager.  I wondered if it was Solstice’s mom, or maybe another member of her coven. 
 
    “Let’s go talk to them,” I said. 
 
    “They will probably feel my power as a goddess and fall at my feet to offer devotion.” 
 
    “Don’t witches serve Hecate, goddess of magic?  Or is it Isis?” 
 
    “A witch serves whatever power mercifully allows them to live.  For now, that’s me.” 
 
    “Good point.  And if Hecate shows up?” I asked. 
 
    Selene smiled.  “Don’t worry, we have plenty of cake and ice cream.  That’s my contribution to the wedding.” 
 
    I stopped mid-stroll and stared at her.  “You picked out the ice cream?” 
 
    “Something wrong with that?” 
 
    “Depends on what you picked.”  I’d heard of blood sausage before.  I hoped like hell no one had invented blood ice cream.” 
 
    Selene narrowed her eyes at me.  “There’s a thought, but no, it’s red-velvet.  Hand churned by the prisoners in my dungeon.” 
 
    “Is that sanitary?” 
 
    She smiled suddenly.  “I’m joking, but maybe we should let others sample it a while before we do.” 
 
    “Good idea.”  I started walking again.   
 
    We reached the witches by the hydrangeas. Solstice Truth turned, saw me, and promptly slid behind her friend, as if avoiding certain death.   
 
    Such a timid mouse. 
 
    “Why, my dear Solstice, so good to see you.  I can rest a lot easier now, with you here.” 
 
    Her companion frowned at me.  “And you would be?” 
 
    I whispered loudly.  “They didn’t tell you?  I’m Caine Deathwalker, the Red Moon Demon, scourge of malefactors and ne’er-do-wells and such like.”  I used a courtly, if floppy, hand gesture to indicate my companion.  “And this is Selene, the Red Lady, Goddess of the Red Moon, and my sweet beloved.” 
 
    “Goddess?”  the older witch sniffed.  “I’m sure you use the term loosely.” 
 
    Damn, this is going to be fun. 
 
    From one heartbeat to the next, a circle of carpet burning away, the floor underneath bowed and cracked, becoming a crater.  A crimson light filled the space, defying the purple and white spots.  The air filled with the sob of angels and the fresh, metallic tang of a blood mist.  Gravity doubled, like we were riding ejection seats into heaven.  A more complete aspect of Selene—one several times larger—settled over her like a mantle: her hair became crimson serpents, her eyes red stars in her head.  Selene’s red gown dripped actual blood.  Ozone burned my throat with every breath.  Red lightning chased itself around her.  Her wide smile and crossed arms challenged the universe to resist her. 
 
    The cards of multiple realities shuffled, and just like that, the former Selene returned.  The ballroom came back in all its former, pristine glory.  The blood mist in the air cleared. 
 
    The older witch staggered under the reweaving of her perceptions.  Her breathing remained heavy as she stared around her.  Solstice sat on the carpet, having fallen during the transition.   
 
    She looked dumfounded.  “What just happened?” 
 
    Selene laughed quietly.   
 
    “That was the advent of a goddess, to use the term loosely.” 
 
    The older witch knelt, her movements shaky, slow.  She put her forehead to the carpet.  “Honor to whom honor is due, we beseech your pardon and indulgence with the dust of our lives.” 
 
    Solstice stared at her companion, then scrambled to copy her posture. 
 
    I looked at Selene.  “You’ve got it so easy.  None of my people ever grovel in fear.  Must be nice.” 
 
    She gently patted my arm.  “One day, if you survive the transition to an omni-dimensional life form, you’ll get your perks, too.”  Selene stared down at the witches.  “We’re all friends here.  You may stand in my presence.  It is allowed.” 
 
    The women helped each other up.  I think ignorance buffered Solstice from being as afraid as she ought to be.  The older witch still trembled, her eyes bright with fearful understanding. 
 
    “Just so you know,” I said, “we’re going to post some time-space axis points in the corners of the room.  They may put out a little magical static.  Try not to let it bother you.” 
 
    “Time-space what?” Solstice asked. 
 
    “Pillars of Heaven, dear child.”  Selene waved a hand and Solstice’s white dress—tinted purple by the lighting—became a murky shade of red.  “White just isn’t your color, dear child.’ 
 
    “And red is?” I asked.   
 
    Selene looked back to me.  “If I could paint the world in blood, I would.”  Her face stretched with an overly wide smile, her voice turning wistful.  “Maybe tomorrow.” 
 
    We chased away the witches and stood beside the nearby display of hydrangeas.  Selene held her palms seven inches apart, fingers like claws, pointing at each other.  It was like she held an invisible sphere.  She peered into the caged space and a red light condensed there.  The core was a brighter shade.  She spoke and her words became mystic symbols etched on the crimson orb.  Rings of brighter light spun within, spell circles in a Mobius strip loop, written into at least four dimensions, maybe five.  I was sure there was more I wasn’t seeing.   
 
    Satisfied, she lobbed the ball into the flowers where it was lost, except for a red-crystal pillar that speared up a moment, then sank down again out of sight.   
 
    We walked the corners of the room, stopping at the other hydrangea displays to repeat the process.  With the Pillars of Heaven in place, Selene kissed me on the cheek.  “I must go to the Red Moon for a while and prepare there as well.  Try to stay out of trouble until I can return to cheer you on.” 
 
    “I can’t promise, but I’ll do my best.” 
 
    She went in a whirl of wind and a burst of red star-points, leaving me in need of a drink.   
 
    Actually, everything leaves me in need of a drink. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “The first attack left me bored. 
 
    I’d really hoped for more.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I’d done my part for the coming events.  No one needed me for hours yet.  As I walked toward the lobby, I placed a call.  The connection went through and Chrys’ sultry voice answered.  “Caine?  What the hell do you want?” 
 
    ‘You.  And your father.  I know I’ve caused you some trouble.  I’m going to fix it for you.  Meet me for a drink and find out how.” 
 
    “You’re serious?  You want my father there, too?” 
 
    “Bring your mom and little brother if they want to come, too.  I’ve a got a new market for you that’s out of this world.”  Literally. 
 
    “Okay.  Where?” 
 
    “This city’s Hub Station.  Meet me inside the main entrance.” 
 
    “Okay, half an hour?” 
 
    “I’m heading there now.  I’ll see you when I do.”  I ended the call and put my phone away, not into the illusionary pocket of the dark red tux I wore, but into a pouch on the battle harness I wore with all my invisible killing gear.  I was beginning to think phantom clothing might save me a lot of inconvenience.  Despite having shadow-magic spell tatts at my disposal, there’s just something about being massively over-armed that brings comfort to a demon lord. 
 
    Passing through the lobby, I noticed I’d acquired a tail: Jada and Leah in their tailored, black bodyguard suits with dark glasses.  Leah’s D-cup tits were a red flag, demanding attention, hindering her ability to simply blend in.  Jada’s jacket bulged, doing nothing to hide the fact that she carried a massive gun in a shoulder holster.  I thought they’d really have something if Hollywood were to give them their own TV show: The Demon Babes of Justice, hot as hell and twice as deadly. 
 
    I’d watch it. 
 
    Well, there was no reason to ditch my security, and watching my ass was their job.   
 
    I’ll go ahead and let them earn their pay. 
 
    I went out through the main doors, and walked toward the front parking.   
 
    A swarm of media personnel with cameras came at me from the side.  I guess some of them had actually done some research, or had been pointed my way by someone taking a bribe.   
 
    I stopped. 
 
    Leah and Jada reached me first.  They put themselves between the pack and me.   
 
    One of the microphone wielding news-babes yelled.  “Mr. Walker, I understand the recent series of so-called serial attacks in your hotel are in preparation for a new TV series starting this fall.  Don’t you think that’s going a bit far for free publicity?”  A couple of the news sluts crowded closer. 
 
    Jada used earth-magic to boost her strength, easily shoving them back.  “Don’t crowd the boss,” she warned. 
 
    I noticed that the male cameramen were having trouble keeping their cameras pointed at me.  The lenses kept swiveling over to catch Leah’s impressive rack.  She smiled and winked at them, creating an illusion that they actually had a chance of getting into her pants.  She opened her coat, unbuttoned more cleavage, and additional cameras went to her. 
 
    I yelled an answer.  “Look, it’s not a TV series.  It’s a new movie franchise,” I lied.  “And the recent killings really had nothing to do with me.  I’m as surprised as anyone.  I’m just here for my father’s wedding which is today, and I’d appreciate it if you could not interfere with that.” 
 
    The Old Man’s had this coming for years.  He can just go suffer like the rest of the married guys out there, with his own ball and chain.   
 
    “Have some humanity,” I cried.  “Don’t ruin our big day.” 
 
    “Is it true that dragon-shaped balloons were floated above the hotel yesterday?” 
 
    What was I thinking?  The media—displaying humanity?  Not likely. 
 
    More questions flew in.  Voices snarled in the air, turning to gibberish.  One reporter yelled louder.  “Is it true your father wears blue body paint all the time?  What is the significance of that?  Is he Celtic?  Or a fan of Brave Heart?” 
 
    “Yes,” I lied, “and the light blue brings out the deeper blue of his tattoos quite well.  He’s one of the ancient Greek Celtics, tracing his linage all the way back to Atlantis, the blood of heroes and kings.”  And demons.  “Look, I really have to go.  Busy day, you know?”  
 
    I angled away, aiming for my poor Mustang.  It had taken much abuse since coming to Las Vegas, and I still needed to get the Artificial Intelligence back on line.  And the advanced anti-theft system as well.  I was just glad the car still ran.   
 
    I slowed slightly as I saw someone waiting in my car.  My eyes morphed, the DNA shifting more toward dragon than Villager.  The image of the car exploded closer, the azure-haired woman in the front passenger seat surfaced in greater detail.  It was like having a telescopic lens.   
 
    Gemma.  What does the were-cat want now?  She’s got her son back, what’s left of him.  And she knows we’re out of here after the wedding today.  Ah, yes.   Word will have gone out by now that I have the Eyes of Bastet.  As the Voice of the goddess, she’ll want custody. 
 
    Her face turned as I approached the door, reaching for the handle.   My gaze dropped to her sweetly rounded 35C-cup breasts.  Not as impactful as Leah’s tits, but a nice handful. 
 
    My hand was batted away from the door by Jada.  She held me back with a tight grip on my shoulder.  “Not until we check it for bombs, and find out who the waiting bimbo is.” 
 
    I wondered if Gemma would have been labeled a bimbo if Jada’s 29B-cups weren’t so underwhelming.   I turned toward Jada and laid a friendly hand on her shoulder.  “It’s okay, you have nice tits, too.” 
 
    Jada glared.  “Idiot!  For all you know, that’s the skin-walker in disguise.  You need to stop thinking with your admittedly massive dick.”  
 
    On my other side, Leah barred my way with an extended am.  “She’s right.   We don’t know who that really is.  It could be the skin-walker, hitting you while you’re away from the hotel, an easy target.” 
 
    “Fine.  I’ll stand here while you check her out.’ 
 
    Jada stayed beside me.  Leah rounded the back of the Mustang and came up on the passenger’s door.  She knocked on the window and gestured for Gemma to come out. 
 
    Gemma complied.  The two women exchanged soft comments, then Gemma turned to look at me across the top of the car.  “Prove I’m not a skin-walker?  Are you serious?  How am I supposed to do that?” 
 
    I had a helpful idea.  “Take off all your clothing and spin around while we look for zippers in your skin.” 
 
    In reply, she held up a middle finger.  “Look, I just want to talk to you about the rumors I’ve heard that you’ve got the Eyes of Bastet.  If so, they’re mine.  You need to turn them over to me.” 
 
    I murmured to Jada.  “Obviously a crazy person.  What demon lord is going to hand over a treasure found fair and square.  Hell, even if I’d stolen them, possession is ten-tenths of dragon law.  That makes them mine by divine right.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Jada agreed. 
 
    “Divine right?” Gemma screeched.  “The Eyes are the property of Bastet.  She’ll curse you!”   
 
   
  
 

 “The medias coming over,” Jada warned.  “They’re salivating.” 
 
    “They smell a story.  Shoot them if you need to.”  I gave my attention back to Gemma.  “I tell you what, if Bastet comes and begs for them back while bending over to take a load in her—” 
 
    “Pig!”  Gemma spat the word.  “I knew I was wasting my time asking you to be honorable.” 
 
    “Then why do it?  Stupid or something?” 
 
    “Not stupid enough to continue this conversation.”  She stormed away. 
 
    Leah and Jada used magical sunglasses to quickly scan my car for magical sabotage, also searching for a bomb.  The media hit like a tsunami.  We escaped into the vehicle, locking all doors.  I started up the vehicle and we drove off.   
 
    “Leah?”   
 
    Her gardenias and lavender scent filled the car.  She answered me from the back seat.  “Yeah, boss?” 
 
    “Gemma didn’t have her moonstone necklace on, did she?” 
 
    “No.  She didn’t.” 
 
    Jada watched me from front passenger seat. “Is that important?” 
 
    “It’s a valuable talisman with a great number of embedded spells in it.  A formidable weapon.  It stopped me cold the first time she used it on me.  She’s more vulnerable without it.  And she didn’t have it at the conference meeting when Cleo told her story.” 
 
    “So, what does it mean?” Leah asked. 
 
    I thought about how I’d originally lost my barrier tattoo because of developing golden dragon magic.  Some magics are incompatible, and some are antagonistic.  “It could mean you were right.  That might have been the skin-walker, passing herself off as Gemma.  The ancient Egyptian sorcery of the moonstone might screw with Native American witchcraft.  It would be a good reason for the skin-walker to take Gemma off the board early in the game, eliminating a major threat.” 
 
    “But you’re only guessing,” Jada said. 
 
    “Right, but give Imari a call.  Warn her of the possibility.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Leah said.  Maybe we can also have someone go and check out Gemma’s home.  Know where she lives?”   
 
    “No, but Colt does.  Have him and Julia go do a little snooping before Gemma gets home.” 
 
    Leah finger-punched her phone.  “On it.” 
 
    “So where are we going?” Jada asked. 
 
    “The Hub Station.”  I was letting my inner dragon guide my driving.  His perceptions were like a GPS, locked onto the magical energies of the portal station.  In the back of my mind, his eyes were gold stars.   
 
    His thoughts brushed mine: A few miles north of downtown.  I can guide you better once we’re closer. 
 
    Fine. 
 
    The Hub was controlled by the local Magic-user’s Guild.  They raked in a lot of cash from tourists coming and going from other realities and altered spaces.  The level of energy leaked by the location was known to throw off electro-magnetic and temporal vortexes every once and awhile. 
 
    “We’re taking a trip?” Jada asked. 
 
    “A fast jump to Europa, to Talon City.” 
 
    “The Underground?”  Jada’s voice spiked with excitement.  “I’ve always wanted to go there.” 
 
    “We’ll be talking clan business with Chrys and her family.  They’re trapped on Earth and in risk of poverty with the Villager dimensions shut down.  I’m going to secure them as allies by giving them back their financial empire.” 
 
    “I didn’t think the Underground did business with Villagers.  Aren’t they on the official Proscribed List?” 
 
    “A minor technicality,” I said.  “We’ll have Chrys list her corporate headquarters as a Red Moon subsidiary under Selene’s jewelry companies.  No one looks too close at anything Selene is associated with.  It’s not healthy.” 
 
    I’d been hearing Leah in the back seat, mumbling into her phone.  That stopped as she put it away.  “Okay, I’ve touched base with Imari.  She’s on top of things and will pass your message on to Colt.  Kat and Joshua will be keeping an eye on Zahra.” 
 
    Great, let’s see any skin-walker get the kid away from a were-liger. 
 
    Leah said, “The First Sword says you’re to be careful, and not to be late for the wedding.  You’re the Best Man, you know?” 
 
    “That’s what all the ladies tell me.” 
 
    Getting closer, my dragon said.  I’ll tell you when to turn. 
 
    I’d been keeping an eye on my rearview mirror and side mirror.  “Hey, girls, I think we’ve got a tail.” 
 
    They turned in the seats and looked back. 
 
    “Two news vans,” Leah said.  “One of them has a satellite antennae on the roof.” 
 
    Damned paparazzi. 
 
    “Going to lose them?” Jada asked. 
 
    “No.  The hub Station is spell-shielded from human perception.  We’ll be able to go inside, but the reporters will get turned around and lost trying to follow us.” 
 
    Turn here, a few more blocks, my dragon said. 
 
    I already knew that.  This close, I felt the loose magic, a kind of vibration in the bones.   
 
    We went a few more blocks and passed the Stratosphere Tower, a tower with a disk-shaped rotating restaurant on top.  I had plans to try the food there, soon, but my actual destination wasn’t the hotel and casino, but The Fashionista Zone, a warehouse chain where the latest styles could be purchased by the filthy rich.   
 
    We parked in a massive parking lot and walked to the store, entering through a door that shimmered with golden energy.  None of the humans were using it, or even able to see it.  As we went through, we didn’t draw a single glance.  I wished the news crew luck in finding us. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-NINE
  
 
    “What’s scarier than one 
 
    of me?  Many, many more.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    The building’s magical outer door took us into an altered space not unlike a bus station.  There were seats, and big screen TVs running ads for the portal service, and advertisements for assorted vacation spots across the hell-dimensions and mystic realms.  There were the usual customer lines, and irising gates like camera shutters into holding bays where scheduled dimensional shifts were performed.   
 
    So, okay, the travelers weren’t human; no comparison is perfect.  I glanced past trolls, goblins, vampires, dragons in human form, and assorted beasties from alien hell-dimensions.  Angels and elves had their own ways of coming and going; they weren’t represented. 
 
    My glance fell across Chrys’ sweet ass.  I studied her long, sexy legs, down and up again.  As if sensing my presence, she turned in her tight black dress to show me a trim tummy and delightful rack.  I eventually got to her face.  Next to her was her dad and brother.  I didn’t see her mom.  Chrys’ father had the square features and good looks of a Hollywood actor.  As I led my security over, I smelled the distinctly metallic tang of Villager elemental magic, a flavor enhanced with just a hint of cyanide.  His blue-and-tan Hawaiian shirt did little to hide large, dense muscles.  He had short black hair, black eyes, and stood six feet.  Not that I felt insecure.   
 
    Chrys’ brother Donner stared at me with cold, hating eyes of cobalt.  I’d once kicked his ass and strangled him—last week actually.  He obviously remembered.  He had dark hair, like most Villagers, a gangly sixteen-year old in jean shorts and an aqua tee that matched his flip-flops.  This bunch was doing its best to act like innocent tourists. 
 
    The father’s dark eyes scanned my bodyguards.  One eyebrow lifted.  “Expecting trouble, son?”  
 
    I stopped just out of reach.   “Always, but lately, I’ve been tangling with some skin-walkers.  Let me know if you see any.” 
 
    He smiled.  “Interesting life you lead.  I understand we’re going on a little trip.” 
 
    “While I acted appropriately in defense of my life against your dimension’s interference in my magnificent destiny, I still feel bad that you folks suffered financially as a side effect.  I don’t want you for enemies, so I’m here to show you how to recoup your losses and prosper to an even greater degree than before.” 
 
    Damn.  I sound like an infomercial. 
 
    Dimitur nodded.  “Well, you’ve certainly got my attention.  I suppose I can hold off killing you until I find out what you have in mind.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Very enlightened of you.” 
 
    Donner’s hand hung at his side, a blue mist at his finger-tips. I sensed the gears of his mind weighing the consequences of shadow-forming a knife to stab me with. 
 
    Jada stepped up beside me, her hand inside her jacket, near her beloved Desert Eagle.  Leah appeared on my other side.  Her tits caught Donner’s teenage attention.  He couldn’t look away, rendered helpless.  Best body guards ever. 
 
     I said, “Donner, if you’re going to start trouble here, you’ll be pissing off the Magic-user’s Guild which runs this place.  If you get banned, their portal service will never open for you again.” 
 
    Chrys turned and saw the magic mist in his hand.  She frowned and slapped his shoulder with the back of a hand.  “Behave.  I’ve told you before, when it comes time for him to die, I get first dibs.  We’re not officially broken up yet.” 
 
    Donner glared at her, but the blue mist faded out.  “Fine.” 
 
    I said, “Come along.  There’s a place you need to see.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    A world away, we left one of the Underground’s Hub stations and entered an upper-class shopping district.  The granite buildings here were multi-story with glass windows.  Street lamps hovered magically in the air, casting a silvery-blue light that frosted everything.  The crowds were similar to those we’d left inside the Hub Station, but much nicer dressed with very expensive accessories.     
 
    Chrys hung on my arm, staring wide-eyed as we strolled past shop after shop.  Even Donner lost his habitual scowl.  Chrys’ father had his phone out, using it to take pictures for later reference. 
 
      “Welcome to Talon City,” I said.  “A trans-dimensional shopping center that serves the needs of countless hell-dimensions, and alternate realities. Dragons come here, and gorgons, hippogriffs, and dwarves.  You name it, you want it, someone is here selling it—making obscene amounts of money.  That could be you guys.” 
 
    No one knew how big the city was since it doubled back to occupy extra-spatial dimensions.  There were rumors of deeper levels, extensive catacombs filled with alien mummies and four-eyed dust bunnies with wicked claws and teeth.   
 
    The streets and most of the buildings were primitive, smooth granite and imported timber.  And a great hollowed-out space hung high overhead.  Beyond the cloying dark, a ceiling had been clawed out of even more frozen rock.   
 
    I felt no need for more of a sales pitch., letting the displayed goods in the windows do my talking for me.  We went past a window where female, humanoid mannequins wore fur coats.  Some were white.  Some sable.  Some were star fox green.  Another window displayed feathered capes that might have been worn by old Hawaiian kings.  Dimitur took several pictures there.  The next window down had green animal women with dark hair and bouncy tits.  They wore a minimal amount of clothing, or none at all.  We had to physically drag Donner away from there. 
 
    “The gravity feels magically enhanced.”  Chrys glanced into my face.  “Where exactly are we, and how big is this place?” 
 
    “Europa, the sixth closest moon of Jupiter.  The Underground is a reality connected to hundreds of others—the ultimate market.” 
 
    It was time to close the deal.  I pointed diagonally across the street at a tavern.  “Let’s continue this over tankards of mead.”  
 
    “Viking brew?”  Dimitur put away his camera.  “You are winning me over.” 
 
    We crossed the street and headed toward the tavern, but stopped short outside a jewelry store.  The glass window was tinted red.  Darker blood-script writing said: Red Moon Jewelries, designs by the goddess Selene.  “This is one of my enterprises,” I claimed. 
 
    Chrys’ grip on my arm tightened.  I could smell her sexual interest in me peaking to an all new high.  “You own a jewelry store?” 
 
    “A whole chain of them actually.” 
 
    She spun to her father.  “Daddy!  Can we go in?” 
 
    He shrugged.  “Why not?” 
 
    There were wedding rings inside.  This was taking a dangerous turn.  “I sure am thirsty.” 
 
    Donner eyed me with suspicion, a tight smile on his face.  “Something wrong?  This really is your place, right?” 
 
    Selene’s place, but the same difference, really.  “Fine.  But let’s not take too long.” 
 
    I led the way inside through red-copper double doors.  Inside, the place was as fancy as any Manhattan Jewelry store.  There was crimson carpets, silver and glass display cases with the plunder of the ages, carefully stolen by Selene, or goods manufactured by her people.  Between cases, I saw naked men, all short, with my hair color and build, some of them streaked with neon body paint.  They were frozen in temporal stasis, clones made into mannequins.  And they were all me, artfully arranged in happy frolicking postures, wearing earrings and watches, bangles, necklaces, and not much else.   
 
    I went closer to one, drawn by a horrified fascination.  That version of me had a sexy smile in place, a look of lust on his face.  He also had an erection frozen in time, a massive member used to support wristlets and armlets of gold and platinum, set with massive precious stones. 
 
    “Oh, my goddess!” Chrys choked out.  “Are they alive?” 
 
    “Probably,” I said. 
 
    Selene and I need to talk.  I never gave permission for this. 
 
    Donner said, “Okay, I was wrong.  This place is totally you.” 
 
    Dimitur had his camera out, taking pictures.  He shot me a glance.  “Your approach to marketing is certainly interesting.  I take it this city lacks government oversite and regulation?” 
 
    “That’s what makes it so successful,” I said.  “When the free market is unshackled from the crushing burden of government, prosperity is unleashed.  I curse the hell-dimension that first spawned taxes!” 
 
    A clerk came up and did a double-take on me.  Her eyes got very wide.  “My Lord Deathwalker, we received no word of your visit, or we would have arranged the appropriate honors.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I said.  How many of our stores are using these, uh…?”  I flicked fingers at one of my doubles. 
 
    “The replicants?  All three thousand outlets.  I must say, they have certainly boosted sales, though there have been issues.” 
 
    I lifted eyebrows at her. 
 
    She continued, pointing across the store to where an elderly matron in a black-and-gold saber-tooth skin jacket surreptitiously fondled one of my replicants.   
 
    I shuddered.  I feel so used. 
 
    The clerk sighed.  “Excuse me a moment.  I need to go chastise her.  This is the third time this week.  Really, she knows better.” 
 
    I did some rough math.  “About a dozen of me here.  Multiplied by three thousand stores, that’s…” 
 
    “Thirty-six thousand,” Chrys said. 
 
    “A ready-made army with no maintenance fees.”  While the thought made me queasy on one level, it was certainly an interesting asset. 
 
    Dimitur looked at me with narrow eyes.  “I take your point, young man.  Killing you would unleash a plague.  That’s the point, right?  The carrot is the business opportunity, the stick is what will happen if we kill you—thirty-six thousand copies will descend upon us in force.  You are a skilled negotiator.” 
 
    Well, duh! 
 
    I noticed Chrys standing very close one of my replicants, her hand polishing the knob of my manhood.  I glared.  “Not you, too?” 
 
    She jerked her hand back.  “What?  It’s like free samples, right?” 
 
     “We’re not in a bordello,” I said, “or we’d be staying longer.  I really need that drink now.”  I headed for the door, my security right behind me.  If Chrys and family wanted to follow, fine.  If not…  I shrugged to myself.  There are times when a real man must insist on a pitcher or two of refreshment come what may.  This was one of those times. 
 
    Outside, in the silver-blue light, we continued down the sidewalk toward the bar.  I heard the door open again behind me and knew Chrys and family were following.  Their steps echoed on the pavement.  Chrys caught up, pushed in between Leah and me, and took hold of my arm again.  Chrys whispered softly to me.  “The next time we orgy, can you bring one of them along?” 
 
    “Why?” I whispered back.  “I’m not enough for you?” 
 
    “Of course, but I’ve always wanted to be double penetrated, and this way, I wouldn’t be cheating on you.” 
 
    “Why don’t I bring two of me to your hotel room.  You can get triple penetrated by the same guy.” 
 
    Her breathing quickened as she thought about it.  “It would be a first!” 
 
    And I thought I was a freak. 
 
    I used my regular voice.  “Just a couple drinks, then I’ve got to get back for the Old Man’s wedding.” 
 
    We went into the tavern.  It looked like a place Vikings would hang out in, if they liked big screen TVs with the sports channel playing non-stop.  The furniture lent itself toward a rustic vibe with massive oak tables, benches, and barmaids dressed as Valkyr sword maidens with steel-cup bras, chainmail bikini bottoms, and winged battle helms.  
 
    One guy pinched a passing ass. 
 
    The girl squealed, spun back around, and caved in his face with a punch. 
 
    Real Valkyrs. 
 
    We went up to the bar.  I nodded at the bartender, a guy who could have been the Movie Thor if wasn’t a redhead.  I threw a few silver coins on the bar, having come prepared.  “Mead for everyone.” It didn’t matter what was stamped on the coin.  The fact it was very pure silver did the trick.  There were too many visitors from weird places for businesses to be too picky. 
 
    “Coming up,” Thor rasped, voice low and gravelly as he scooped up the money. 
 
    No one carded Donner.  No one cared.  In many Old-World cultures—and hell-dimensions—sixteen is old enough to rape and pillage, and raise a family.  The drinks were served in horns of hammered tin, supported by little stands made from carved stag horn.  Donner pulled his closer, peered in, and sniffed delicately.  “What in Tartarus is this?” 
 
    “Fermented honey watered down with orange blossom water.”  I could smell the fragrance.  I picked up my horn and drained it swiftly.  Sweet.  “About twenty-five percent alcohol I’d say.”  
 
    Donner had about half his horn guzzled when he broke off, coughing.  “Shit!  Warn a guy first.” 
 
    I shook my head at him sadly.  “How do you expect to rape and pillage with dignity if you can’t hold your booze?”   
 
    Just a lightweight barfly.   
 
    Dimitur swirled the mead in his cup thoughtfully.  “Speaking of pillaging, how do we get plugged into this place?  Can anyone just come and set up shop?” 
 
    I leaned into Chrys, whispering past her as my hand accidently groped her tit.  “There is a Proscribed List of beings they prefer not doing business with.  You guys are on that list, but everyone now thinks all Villagers are dimension-bound.  Just don’t tell anyone, and I’ll get you in under the Red Moon Corporate umbrella.” 
 
    I pulled back, reaching for my drinking horn. 
 
    “What’s it going to cost us?” she asked. 
 
    “You, body and soul.  Especially body.”  I leered at her, reaching behind her to firmly grip her ass.  “I assume you come with a very large dowry.” 
 
    “Done,” Dimitur said. 
 
    Chrys stared at him.  “Hey!  Don’t I get a say?” 
 
    He shrugged.  “You’re already fornicating with him.  What’s the big deal.” 
 
    I smiled.  “My lawyer will be in touch, and since we are a demon clan, all signatures must be rendered in fresh blood.” 
 
    Donner frowned into his horn.  He slurred, “I’m allll out.” 
 
    I waved a Valkyr over and pointed at Donner with a thumb.  I said, “Kid’s a cherry-boy.  Know any women that might want to deflower him?” 
 
    The Valkyr gave him a once-over stare.  “He’s hot.” 
 
    Donner perked up.  “I am?” 
 
    The barmaid said, “His first is on the house.”   
 
    Donner stared at me, trying to focus.  “I completely forgive you for everything.” 
 
    The Valkyr scooped him off his stool and slung him over a shoulder.  She called to the bartender.  “I’m taking a break.” 
 
    The bartender waved her off. 
 
    I smiled into my next horn of mead.  I have just made a friend for life. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY 
 
      
 
    “You can’t hate something you love to kill.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Making sure the Villagers knew how to get back to the Talon City Hub Station, and from there to Earth, I left them to study new marketing opportunities.  At the station, I paid fare for myself and my guards.  We were herded through an iris, into a holding area for transfer.  The usual assortment of paranormals surround me.  None of them gave me a second look.  The dimensional portal opened with a flash of greenish-blue light.  There was a flutter of gravity, a wrenching, like we were torn down and rebuilt in half a second.   
 
    The metal iris opened on our bay.  We went out into the Las Vegas Hub Station, back on Earth. Passing through the crowd, the girls and I headed for the street entrance.  My inner dragon lifted his head in the back shadows of my mind.  His eyes were golden stars.  He sniffed, coils slithering as he searched.  
 
    What’s up? I asked. 
 
    I smell silver dragon. 
 
    Now he’d drawn my attention to the faint odor, so did I.  Scanning the crowds, I saw a couple ahead of me, a male and female dressed in elegant human style, their dragon forms hidden.  I hurried my step and their magic scent grew stronger.  They exited the complex.  I followed, to find them waiting for me out on the sidewalk.  Jada and Leah stepped up beside me, ready for trouble—they thought.  If these two dragons were to instantly transform, breathing deadly solar wind, the only thing that would keep us alive was my reacquired force barrier.  Under my cloths, I formed a patch of shadow on my skin into the spell pattern for that barrier, drawing in a charge of golden magic to warm it up—in case it proved necessary.  With dragons, you never know when violence will erupt, even just for the hell of it. 
 
    The silvers stood relaxed, peering at my face.  The woman was silver of eye and hair, with a young face.  Her dress was powder blue, off the shoulder, with sleeves that suddenly split open, flaring, becoming a ruffled fall from the elbows down.  The dress’s bottom hem ended just above her knees.  The man’s hair was silver-white as well.  Sunglasses hid his eyes.  He wore a deep blue suit and an electric blue tee, with white sneakers on his feet.  Her look said: I have money and taste.  His look screamed: I’m just dressing down to look cool. 
 
    Though they seemed in their late twenties, they could easily have been two centuries old.  You never know with dragons since they can manipulate their human forms. 
 
    I had a hunch who these two had to be. “Heading to the Mykonos Hotel?  I can call you a limo.”   
 
    The woman looked at her friend.  “He smells…” 
 
    “…Of dragon.”  The man removed his glasses for a better look.  “You would be?” 
 
    “You know who I am: your true emperor and the officially licensed Lord High Executioner of the Throne World.  Caine Deathwalker, at your service.” 
 
    The woman paled at the news, actually taking a step back from me, as if the earth under her might suddenly lurch and break away, carrying her to her doom.  The man’s face tightened with anger, lips pressing together, jaw muscles knotting.  His washed-out blue eyes glinted like ice.  His fingers flexed, as though dragon claws were coming out. 
 
    Interesting effect I have on people. 
 
    “We can manage our own ride, Lord High Executioner.” 
 
    At the use of my dragon title, Leah and Jada both cast inquisitive glances at my face.    
 
    I stayed focused on the silvers, absorbing what I could from their body language, and the smell of their emotions.  The male had acknowledged my status as the Executioner, not as Emperor in Exile.  This made his position very clear; I’d get only the respect he was forced to give.   
 
    Since he pissed me off, I pushed a little.  “You haven’t given me your names.  Perhaps you’re ashamed of them.” 
 
    The flush of red across the woman’s face told me she did not take well to being schooled on manners by one she considered beneath her.   She stiffened as if acquiring an iron spine, or maybe a poker up the ass.  “I am Talla, the official Eyes of the Dragon Court.  My companion is Dhirrusses, Master Registrar, my escort and protector.  I will be officiating at…Kinsey’s…marriage, and will later register the event in Imperial Court records.”  
 
    She didn’t use Kinsey’s dragon name.  Interesting.  It’s as if she no longer considers Kinsey to be an heir to the throne, having defiled herself with demons. I wonder if the Traditionalist Party considers there to BE any true heir at all.  If not, it would open the door for a Silver Clan claimant to the throne, upon Kur’s death.  
 
    I saw why Kur had made me Royal Executioner.  He’d finally realized that he was not going to be allowed to name our clan’s successor.  A coup d'état had been building since my mother abandoned the throne.  Kur wanted this political cancer excised.  I was his scalpel.  And probably expendable when done.  I sensed I couldn’t let this matter ferment too long.  After the wedding, I was going to have to prioritize a return to the Dragon World to do what I do best: leave behind a trail of broken bodies. 
 
    I smiled at the silver dragons.  “Do a good job for my Old Man and Kinsey, or I’ll rip out your silver hearts and eat them, warm and still beating.”  I smiled at Jada beside me.  “Silver magic is damn tasty.” 
 
    Without waiting for a silver dragon response to my off-the-cuff threat, I walked on, heading for my Mustang, leaving everyone to wonder if I’d been joking.  The last silver dragon I’d sent back to the Dragon World had been missing a heart.  Rumors had to be flying fast and furiously about that. 
 
    The Silver Clan could fight against my executions, appealing to Kur, but that wouldn’t work.   By dragon law, once commissioned, I could not be recalled.  My position existed outside dragon law and custom.  I would either finish my task and retire, or a new executioner could be appointed to take me out.   
 
    Probably what Kur intends.  I’m not buying into this new, kinder-and-gentler grandfather he’s trying show me.  He’s lived a thousand years.  That’s enough time for his thought processes to get damn twisty. 
 
      The girls and I reached the Mustang.  Jada and Leah gave it a once-over, looking for sabotage, bombs, oil leaks, what have you.  Jada nodded once.  I got in the driver’s seat.  They climbed in as I fired up the engine.  With doors closed, and everyone buckled up, I sent the car rolling toward the street.  I consulted my watch.  Two hours until the wedding.  The silver dragons were cutting it close. 
 
    I guess they wanted to minimize their time enduring our company. 
 
    I moved us south, toward downtown Las Vegas, taking the fast lane, keeping an eye out for anyone following the car.  Of course, with the roof up, I couldn’t see the sky.  That was where the real danger might come from.  At this point, I imagined the two silver dragons were transformed, soaring high in the sky above the city.  They’d be getting to the hotel under their own power. 
 
    Too cheap to pay for a limo or taxis. 
 
    My love of Mustangs was well known.  If they saw me down here, and thought they could get away with it, they’d solar-blast my vehicle right off the road, into molten sludge.  I didn’t consider it likely.  Solar breath attacks would implicate the Silver Clan.  These two silver dragons could later be disavowed as rebels, but I didn’t have the feeling they were here on a suicide mission.  Offended honor alone would compel my clan to avenge me even though they mostly hated my guts. 
 
    The girls were quiet.  Too quiet.  “What’s the problem?”   
 
    Jada sat beside me, Leah in back.  Neither gave any sign they were eager to answer. 
 
    “Jada,” my voice crackled with authority, “talk to me.” 
 
    “Those two back there…” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “They’re dragons, like you.” 
 
    “Not like me.  I’m half Villager.  My shift to full dragon form takes a while, and is painfully messy.  My dragon form is also smaller than average.  Using magic, they can go to full dragon form in a heartbeat.  If you ever feel that’s about to happen, and that we’re all about to die, don’t hesitate.  Attack at once, or run like hell—getting me clear, of course.  With enough time, I can change and kick their asses as a golden Imperial dragon.  They know that, though, so they will do their best not to give me any time—when they get serious.” 
 
    I slanted Jada a searching stare.  “Anything else you want to know?” 
 
    Jada said nothing else. 
 
    Leah cleared her throat in the back seat.  “If they had suddenly changed and started breathing fire, I’m not sure if we could have protected you.” 
 
    Ah, now we’re getting to it.  They feel inadequate due to the power of my enemies. 
 
    We caught a red light, stopping behind a delivery truck.  “There’s one thing you’re forgetting,” I said.  “I’m impossibly powerful all on my own.  I usually have allies fighting at my side, so I don’t have to do a lot of heavy lifting, but I can if I need to.  That’s not just arrogance.  You may remember that I recently killed two silver dragons in this city.  Also, you are mine.  Your job is to protect me, but as Clan Lord, it’s my job not to throw your lives away for nothing.  If it came down to facing a silver dragon’s solar-breath attack, my mystic barrier would protect us all.  I’d save your lovely asses just because they belong to me, as your lord.  And I may one day want to have a threesome.” 
 
    “You can fight dragons in human form, and win?” Leah asked. 
 
    “Does the devil cheat at cards?”   
 
    The light went green.  I sent the Mustang on across the intersection.  The silence returned, but this time, it didn’t feel uncomfortable.  I realized I still had the shadow spell tatt formed for my barrier.  Golden dragon magic made it tingle, a warm patch waiting to be triggered.  I was about to power-down the spell when the road ahead of me turned into slag, hit by a stream of raw, searing plasma.  A wall of solar flame swept over the car as I slammed the defensive tatt with more golden energy. 
 
    Jada screamed. 
 
    Leah joined in at a slightly higher pitch. 
 
    The Mustang blew away from us, leaving only the seats, flooring under us, some siding, and part of the convertible top.  My red shell of force had enclosed us and taken a bite out of the vehicle to seal us in, keeping the sounds of destruction far away.  The force sphere dropped and jounced, but didn’t start rolling.  Beyond the red shell, the whole world was gone, replaced by a universe of yellow-white solar prominence.   
 
    As shock set in, the girl’s stopped shrieking.   
 
    My poor ears… 
 
    “What?  Didn’t believe me.  I told you I’d save you.”  I kept all doubt and question out of my voice; the better to project godlike omnipotence. 
 
    Jada’s voice was weak and squeaky.   “Yeah, boss, you did.” 
 
    Leah said, “Thanks, sugar.  But what do we do now?” 
 
    “That’s easy.  Dragons have to take regular breathes.  We wait for the attack to lull, then we kick ass.  I recommend you call Imari.  The First Sword will want to hear about this as soon as possible.” 
 
    “On it,” Leah said. 
 
    The attack on the red sphere fell away, but it took a few moments for the plasma to swirl away and give me a visual.  The shield sat at the bottom of a crater.  A chunk of street had been explosively super-hated from solid, directly to gas, bypassing the melty liquid phase.  The drain on my golden dragon magic had been heavy.  There were no cars around us. They’d been blasted away, the drivers incinerated, bones pulverized and scattered.   
 
    Leah reported to Imari in a few terse, sentences, wasting no words.  She ended by saying, “Gotta go and get the boss to cover.” 
 
    Good idea.  The surviving piece of Mustang was too much a hindrance.  “Leah, Jada, keep hold of me, and move as I do.”  Clicking off my seatbelt, I rocked off the seat, crouching, kicking the fallen steering wheel with one foot.   
 
    Releasing her belt, Jada had a hand on my right arm.  Leah came over the backseat, one hand reaching through the illusion of the red tux I wore to grip the underlying reality, a weapon harness holding my personal arsenal.  Once over the seat, her hands skimmed my body.  “What are you wearing?” 
 
    Jada too explored what she couldn’t see. 
 
    I said, “Tools of the trade.  I’m a Deathwalker.  Do you think I just pulled that name out of a hat?” 
 
    Well, actually, I had. 
 
    My inner dragon said: Pulled it out of your ass, actually.   
 
    As we moved, the red shell stayed with us.  Responding to my will, it gave up the bitten off Mustang.  After a few feet, we stood inside the shell, free of debris.  As the barrier rolled under our feet, it protected us from the bubbly, steaming ground. 
 
    I looked up into the sky for a silver dragon.  One of the two should be starting another strafing run.  What?  There were three dragons in the air.  Two fought in unison, taking on the third.   
 
    And here I thought Talla and Dhirrusses didn’t like me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    “Necessity creates interesting fuck toys.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    The shattered street looked monochromatically red from within my shell.  I led the girls over the broken ground, walking on my energy barrier like a hamster inside his ball.  I placed my feet carefully.  If the terrain wasn’t so super-heated, I’d have just dropped the shell and leaped up out of the crater with dragon strength, but I had the girls to consider. 
 
    Jada said, “I can help.” 
 
    “Do it,” I said. 
 
    Leah pressed up against me from behind.  Jada crouched, letting go of me but staying close as well.  She held out her hands, palms down.  A swirl of metallic lights—bronze, gold, and silver—flowed over her hands as she closed her eyes to focus.   
 
    Earth magic. 
 
    Nothing happened for a minute, then the sphere shuddered, hit from underneath.  Pulled from deep underground, a fresh spray of earth lifted the sphere into the air and sent it into a slow diagonal fall, an experience not unlike riding a giant snake.  We were carried from the attack zone, over to a line of fire-damaged vehicles, and set down.  With the spewed earth insulating us from the heated ground, I had no problem dropping the barrier.   
 
    Sound returned.  Distant car alarms were crying along with human survivors.  Surrounding buildings were damaged, scorched, windows cracked, some of them broken.   The burnt stench was bad.  I coughed violently. My lungs burned.  My eyes watered.  In the distance, I heard fire trucks and police sirens. 
 
    Damn.   
 
    “C’mon on.  Let’s get out of here.”  I herded the girls ahead of me, heading for more intact terrain.  We ran to where normalcy returned, to where people survived.  They looked back the way we’d come, watching the smoke pillaring ever higher.  I paused to look up.  There was no sign of the silver dragons, the two that had run interference for us, or the one that had tried to assassinate me.  While I felt mild gratitude to Talla and Dhirrusses for their likely fear-inspired support, there were a lot of answers I needed from them.  If nothing else, they could identify the responsible silver dragon.   
 
    Or else. 
 
    I leaned toward humanity becoming knowledgeable of the supernatural world, but not this way.  Too great a threat by paranormals would unify the human world and its resources, bringing on a new dark age of fear that would in turn interfere with my financial investments.  Civil unrest, I could live with.  Species war would prove too inconvenient. 
 
    My phone played Asia’s Heat of the Moment, Imari’s ringtone.  I made the connection.  Her voice spiked into my ear.  “Caine, are you all right?” 
 
    “Sure, but my Mustang needs last rites.  Got a priest handy?” 
 
    “What?  This is no time to joke.” 
 
    “Good to know.  Are you sending a car for me?” 
 
    There was a spill of red-copper light, a swirl of energy that became an open portal with a dark heart.  Inside, Colt stood, trembling, eyes huge.  “Dad!” 
 
    “Never mind,” I told Imari.  “Colt’s here.  I’ll see you soon.”  I killed the connection and put my phone away, returning my son’s earnest stare.  “I’m fine.” 
 
    I dragged Jada and Leah with me into the portal.  Its maw closed behind them.  There was a wrench.  It felt like we were riding a giant snake again.  A moment later, the red-copper light vanished and we were in the Old Man’s suite.  He handed me a rum and coke, medicinal, honest.  I threw it back and handed him the empty glass.  “Thanks.  Plasma storms are hard on the throat.” 
 
    “Plasma storms!”  The words came from across the room.  They drew my attention to Uncle Drake coming in off the balcony, through the French doors.  He hurried closer.  His short, steel gray hair made it look like he wore a battle helmet.  The color was lighter than his charcoal suit.  He wore a pale blue shirt and a matte black tie.   His eyes were the same gold jewel tone as Kinsey’s and the rest of the Imperial dragon family—except for me and Colt. 
 
    Colt established preeminence by pushing Leah away and hugged me from the side.  Absently, I patted his back, providing comfort.  His voice emerged weak and whispery.  “I didn’t know.  Mom didn’t tell me.  You almost died!” 
 
    I said, “She probably knew I wouldn’t, and that this event needed to happen for the sake of the future.”  I kept my voice mild, unconcerned. I felt a tremble from adrenaline leaving my system.  “Colt, I need a candy bar.” 
 
    He looked up at me, his face confused.  His thoughts brushed mine without leaving any words behind, a simple search.  He said, “Ah, right, sugar to balance out the biochemical reaction.”    
 
    “Talk like a nine-year old,” I told him.  “Stay a kid as long as possible.” 
 
    “Okay.  I’ll try.”  He reached into the front of his hoodie and pulled out a paper-wrapped strip of dark chocolate.  “Here.” 
 
    I took and tore it open as I glanced at Jada and Leah.  “You girls are off the clock.  Go get some down time; you deserve it.  No matter how many silver dragons attack, this wedding is going on.” 
 
    The girls left.   
 
    Colt walked me to the couch where I flopped down.  He sat beside me, pressed in close, as if looking away would cause the Grim Reaper to pop up.  The Old Man took the armchair, waiting, giving me time to tell the story my way.   
 
    Impatient, Drake stood over me, then seated himself on the coffee table, putting us more eye-to-eye.  “Tell me about it,” he said. 
 
    “Turn on a TV.  There’s probably news of a terrorist attack hitting the downtown area.  Hopefully, no one has any phone shots of the silver dragon that tried to assassinate me.” 
 
    “Solar breath,” Drake said.  “Massive human casualties, I suppose?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.”  I took a bite of chocolate, crunching it happily, thinking of vengeance to come. 
 
    “We need to finesse this,” Drake said.  “Starting a war with Silver Clan rebels won’t help things on the Dragon World.” 
 
    I stared at him.  “Rebels?  No, this is the Silver Clan making their move on the royal heirs.  The disregard of impact on the human world is a callousness than comes down from high places.  If I were you, I’d stay close to Kinsey until after the wedding and reception.  The silver got away.  He could come back.” 
 
    The Old Man’s voice boomed.  “What about the silvers doing the ceremony?  Dare we let them?” 
 
    “Talla and Dhirrusses?  I met them.  They actually helped me, driving off the silver assassin.  I think they were sent here in ignorance of deeper plans.  I need to interrogate them and get what I can on the attacker.” 
 
    “Maybe I should talk to them,” Drake said. 
 
    “Maybe you should fuck off and let me do my job.”  I glared. 
 
    Drake’s face flushed with anger.  He stood.  “I’ll be with Kinsey, Lord High Executioner, if you need me for anything.” 
 
    I nodded, bit off another hunk of chocolate, and waved him away. 
 
    The Old Man smiled.  “You have such a winning way with people.” 
 
    Drake wasn’t out of the room yet, but I had no problem with him hearing my opinion.  “He’s had all my life to accept me and prove helpful, but missed all my birthdays, and has never made up for it.  I don’t need his guidance now.” 
 
    The door opened.  I sensed Drake on the threshold, debating with himself on answering.  He went without a word, closing the door behind him.   
 
    The Old Man sighed.  “Still, he’s an ally.  With Kinsey entering our clan, he’s committed to us.” 
 
    “Maybe.  We’ll see.”  I took out my phone and called Imari.  Briefly, I recounted my meeting with the silver dragons and went on to describe the attack.  “Talla and Dhirrusses will probably be landing on the roof soon.  You’ll want to put an armed escort on them, and they need to be debriefed.  Selene will be glad to help you with that if you want to get physical.” 
 
    A crimson light flared behind the couch.  I smelled blood-based perfume.  Selene slid her arms down over my torso, leaning over the back of the couch to kiss me. 
 
    Colt looked up past my face.  “Mom!” 
 
    She smiled at him.  “There’s my little man.  Having fun?” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    Selene nuzzled an ear.   
 
    I slanted Colt a look.  “That job I sent you and Julie out on?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.”  He pivoted on the couch, looking straight at me, creating space between us.  “We portalled into Gemma’s house in Henderson and looked around.  No one was there.” 
 
    “Find anything interesting?” I asked. 
 
    “No, not really.”  A sneaky smile twitched his lips.  “Just a couple bodies wrapped in plastic, stashed in a garage freezer.  It was hard to tell who they’d been since they’d been skinned and the skins were gone.” 
 
    “Ah-ha!” I said.  “Clues.  Don’t let on to Gemma—if we see her—that we know she’s a skin-walker.  We’ll play a little cat and mouse ourselves.” 
 
    “It’s always helpful to know where a threat is coming from,” the Old Man said.  “Sorry, but I’m going to have to chase everyone out now.  I’ve a wedding to get ready for.” 
 
    I stared sadly at him.  “Poor bastard.  You’re taking it so well.  If there’s anything I can do to help…don’t ask.  You’ve had this coming for a long time.  You want some advice, hurry up and get really drunk.  I’ve found in life, that it helps most things.” 
 
    I stood and hurried toward the door before the Old Man threw any lightning my way.  Colt and Selene followed me out into the hall. 
 
    “What now?” Selene asked. 
 
    “I’m going to follow my own advice.  I need some alcohol to get the taste of ashes out of my mouth.”  We strolled toward the elevators.  I glanced down at Colt.   “Where’s Julia?” 
 
    “Hanging out with the bridesmaids.  Do you need her?” Colt asked. 
 
    “No, just make sure you two stick as close to Zahra as you can.  The skin-walker’s going to be coming to get her.  We can’t let that happen.” 
 
    “Zahra’s with Kat and Josh,” Colt said.  “I’m going to let her know I’m back.” 
 
    I nodded.  “I can always rely on you.” 
 
    His face heated with embarrassment, but he smiled and skipped ahead, running for the elevators.  One arrived as we caught up.  We stepped on together and Colt pushed for Kat’s floor and the lobby.   
 
    “I wonder if the Tiki Heaven has been reopened.  It can’t still be a crime scene, can it?” 
 
    Selene hung on my arm, smiling.  “It’s fine.” 
 
    Colt got off.   
 
    Selene and I rode down to the lobby.  My demon clan guards were in sight, acting natural in their human disguises.  I swung around through the corner of the lobby, passing the front desk, and continued on to the bar.  There was no police tape.  The door wasn’t locked.  I held it open for Selene.  She went in and I followed, letting her lead me to a quiet booth.  The bar was half full, the TV on.  Local news commentators showed images of the plasma damage to the downtown strip.   
 
    The scene changed.  A reporter spoke breathlessly into a microphone, telling us what we could all see.  Hazmat teams were checking the area.  There was speculation that a kind of dirty nuke might have been set off, or possible an EM pulse weapon.  Fortunately, no one mentioned dragons. 
 
     Selene lifted a hand.  A bottle of Captain Morgan rum materialized in her grip.  Several glasses faded in on the table.  She poured us both drinks and set the bottle down.  Smiling, she lifted her glass to make a toast.  “Here’s to bloody vengeance, and endless, tortured screams.  We will punish those that brought harm to our human minions.  Their sacrifice will not be in vain.” 
 
    I lifted my glass and drained it.  “Damn straight.” 
 
    As she poured me another, I looked back at the TV above the bar.  Martha Madcow, a well-known national media personality was being asked by another major media personality to speculate on what all this meant.  Staring into the camera, she said, “Obviously, this is the President’s fault.  It’s his job to keep the borders secure, a job he has failed.  I think impeachment might be appropriate about now.” 
 
    By the time I finished a couple more drinks, the story had moved on to an annual festival in China where 10,000 dogs were expected to be tortured to death and served in a variety of dishes.  Sautéed poodle steak, pup-ka-bobs, hotdogs actually made from dog, and Pekingese stir-fry.   
 
    A representative of an American animal rights group was asked for his opinion.  “Obviously the President’s fault,” he said.  “The man’s so busy colluding with Russia, he can’t take a stand on behalf of our four-footed friends.  He’s got innocent, canine blood on his small hands!” 
 
    Selene looked at me.  “Surely, the end of the world is near.” 
 
    “Yeah, and  somehow, I don’t think I’m going to get the credit I deserve for that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    “I smiled as the Old Man began his 
 
    slow descent into hell—uh, marriage.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I went to get the Old Man.  It was time.  The final mile.  Worse-than-death awaited him.  Guards stood outside his door this time.   
 
    I wonder if Kinsey put them there so he can’t run away. 
 
    They used magical glasses and a scrying crystal on a silver chain to make sure I was really me.  For the next few hours, such precautions were going to be common as we took no one at face value.  And yet, the skin-walker had magic, too.  She would be employing her skills to defeat our countermeasures.   
 
    The only real advantage we had was that she didn’t know we were onto her Gemma impersonation.  If we missed taking out that persona—and she had other skins to shift into—our advantage would be lost.  It was one of the reasons our clan’s techno-geeks were in their own little monitor room, with access to hundreds of micro-cams scattered strategically throughout the hotel.  Magic, technology, and our people’s warrior instincts and reflexes were going to have to be enough. 
 
    I was passed into the suite.  The main room was empty.  I saw someone through the hazy curtains, out on the balcony so I strolled that way, further mulling the situation.  
 
    The other major advantage we had was that we knew the skin-walker’s obsession with the Eyes of Bastet.  We knew she’d be angling ever closer to Zahra, our little blue lotus flower.  Kat and Josh had taken a liking to her.  I wasn’t sure they’d give her back when the wedding ended.  As the Alphas of the cat world, their claim to the little were-kitty was a hell of a lot stronger than mine.  I’d only kidnapped the girl from the Old West, bringing her into the future. 
 
    My inner dragon said: She’s ours; possession is ten-tenths law by dragon custom. 
 
    Yeah, but if we can’t pry her away from Josh and Kat, we don’t have possession. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    I paused beside the whipping curtain.  The sliding doors were open so voices reached me easily.  In defiance of wedding tradition, the Old Man and Kinsey were having a private moment.  I didn’t want to intrude, though we did have a wedding to wrap up.  And a skin-walker to skin.  The Old Man reined in his usually explosive voice to a reasonable murmur.  “There are machinations within machinations here.  Kur is probably burning both ends of the candle, ready to flow with every result that comes his way.  While using Caine against the Silver Clan, Kur would also be served by my son’s death.” 
 
    Talking about me? 
 
    Kinsey leaned against the Old Man, his arms around her.  She said, “Kur hasn’t actually made it an order, but he suggested that with Caine out of the way, and my knife in your heart during the honeymoon, I’d be in position to inherit the demon clan and all its wealth.” 
 
    The Old Man said, “Kur wouldn’t order a royal marriage dissolved by murder.  That’s a dangerous president.  Kur has too many wives he doesn’t get along with.  Right, Caine?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I said.  “Time to go, Old Man.” 
 
    Separating from the groom, Kinsey turned toward me.  “I’m glad you weren’t killed today.” 
 
    I grinned.  “Thanks, Mom.” 
 
    An edge came into her voice.  “Because I want that pleasure.”  She stayed there as the Old Man came in.   
 
    I asked, “Kinsey?  How did you let the skin-walker get away from you outside the bar?  I thought you had her for sure.” 
 
    “Dragons are built for power.  There are many weaker things with a great deal more speed.  If there’s a next time, I’ll trust more to my lightning than my wings.” 
 
    “Good plan,” I said. 
 
    The Old Man took my arm and turned me from the balcony.  Walking on, I heard the heavy beats of dragon wings and knew the balcony was empty. 
 
    I nodded approval at the Old Man’s midnight-blue tux, white shirt, and the deep-blue bowtie.  His dress shoes were polished within an inch of their lives.  There was no sign of nervousness.  As always, the Old Man was a tranquil sea.    
 
    I stared up into his face.  “So, when she dropped onto your balcony for a tête–à–tête, how did you know that wasn’t the skin-walker going for your powerful hide?” 
 
    “First thing I did was grab and kiss her.  The lips tell all.” 
 
    “And just when did you get so experienced?”  
 
    “Just because you kiss-and-tell, don’t assume the rest of us are equally flawed.” 
 
    We reached the hall door and went out.  The guards fell in behind us as we circled toward the back of the hotel and the great escalator.   We gathered more and more of our people as we went along.  The ride down to the main floor passed in silence.  We stepped off the escalator and headed to the ballroom where all the preparations were set.  Security at the door had already intercepted several reporters, beating them to the ground, smashing their cameras.  Going past, I kicked one of them in the head.  “I know I asked you guys to leave us alone.  You just couldn’t listen.” 
 
    “I’ll sue!” one of them whined. 
 
    I looked at one of our people.  “See they get a complete mind wipe and dump them out in the desert.”  It’s not like they serve a useful purpose in life. 
 
    “Sure, boss.” 
 
    The Old Man and I went in.  The place was crowded, except for a little stage between two corners where the silver dragons stood in human form, glittering in silver-cloth robes of office.   
 
    Dhirrusses, the male silver, stood off to the side, guarding a little table where a gilt-edged scroll had been unfurled beside an antique box with a quill pen and a bottle of golden ink.  This was the official record that would be signed, sealed, and transferred back to the Dragon World in confirmation of the wedding ceremony. 
 
    The female wore a silver stole with a gold fringe, a Silver Clansman, in direct service to the Golden Court of the emperor.  She waited at the mid-point of the stage.  I wasn’t sure what a dragon-demon ceremony should entail, but the Old Man had assured me that he’d pressed for brevity.   Of course, what’s brief to a dragon and brief to a demon are worlds apart. 
 
    There were flashes as a professional photographer discretely set about his work.   
 
    The room grew quiet as the Old Man and I approached the raised platform, stopping at its front edge.  
 
    Winging from numerous hidden speakers, cello, harpsichord, and duel violins wove a somber tapestry, Pachelbel Canon in D, a 1680’s composition I was familiar with.   
 
    I thought grunge metal might have been the way to go, but no one had asked me.  
 
    We turned back to watch the path to the door.  The doors were open, the way clear.  If Imari had everything timed out well…  Yeah, there was Julia and Zahra, leading the way in pink chiffon dresses, scattering golden rose petals signifying dragon royalty.  
 
    Cameras flashed, our photographer doing his job, along with several clan members with handheld phones.   
 
    The flower girls peeled off, joining Kat and Josh.   
 
    Covertly, I scanned for Gemma, seeing no trace of her. 
 
    Skin-walker might wait until the reception when there’s more crowd movement. 
 
    The bridesmaids floated in wearing garnet silk with black lace trim.  They tromped over the fallen rose petals, coming up to the stage, moving away from us.   
 
    Next came Cousin Kinsey—I hoped—in an off the shoulder bridal gown, a sheer white veil over her head, draped across her face.  She carried a bouquet of white silk flowers.  The white and purple lighting turned the wedding dress into something you might expect to see in Fairy, possibly even Narnia.  Or Candyland, made from frosting.  She was escorted by Uncle Drake who had the job of giving her away.   
 
    Poor man, losing a tax deduction this way. 
 
    They came slowly toward the stage.  There seemed to be a glitch in the music.  Instead of the Wedding March, some pastoral piece played. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I muttered. 
 
    The Old Man murmured down at me.  “J. S. Bach’s Sheep May Safely Graze.  It’s usually reserved for funerals.” 
 
    I lifted my eyebrows.  “Ah, highly appropriate then.” 
 
    “I am about to hit you,” he said. 
 
    I knew this wasn’t true, or he would have done so already.   
 
    The song played on.  Someone had decided that it would have been more disruptive to squelch the song and restart, than to just carry on. 
 
    The Old Man whispered.  “Never tell Kinsey the name of that song, or I will seriously tie your joystick into a granny knot.”   
 
    My cock winced.   
 
    I looked up into the Old Man’s smiling face, his white teeth bright against dark blue lips, contrasted by his azure face.  Electrical fire brightened the whites of his eyes.  Somehow, even the light glinting off his polished head looked threatening.   
 
    He meant it.   
 
    “Not from me.  Word of honor,” I said. 
 
    As the bride reached us, he left me, joining her at the front of the stage.  Talla spoke to Drake.  He replied in dragon, and walked off to the side. 
 
    The giving away of the daughter. 
 
    Together, Lauphram and Kinsey stepped up onto the platform, facing Talla.   
 
    The music changed to Bette Midler’s Wind Beneath my Wings.  I felt queasy, but managed not to violently hurl.  Over by the official scroll, Dhirrusses tapped his foot in time to the beat.  Apparently, he’d found one thing about the wedding he liked. 
 
    I smelled the soft scent of fresh blood, and Selene was by my side, taking my arm.  Her crimson dress was brighter than those of the bridesmaids, but Kinsey in white remained the star, drawing all eyes to her.   
 
    Talla droned long, serpentine vowels and slippery consonants, making pronouncements in the dragon tongue. 
 
    Selene stared at the happy couple and sighed with longing.  She whispered, “Have you ever thought that maybe we should formalize things by getting—” 
 
    “Hell, no.”  I said it fast, with conviction and a little fear.  My fear increased as she tightened her grip and I began to lose feeling in my arm. 
 
    She murmured.  “Don’t you think Colt deserves to have his father’s name?” 
 
    “We’ll write in on the birth certificate.  He’ll have my name, and a father.  That’s all that’s important, right?” 
 
    Selene growled softly beneath her breath.  “We’ll talk about this later.” 
 
    “Not unless you get me very drunk first.” 
 
    Talla shot me a glare that said: Shut up, half-dragon scum! 
 
    I shushed Selene and whispered.  “We’re trying to have a wedding here.” 
 
    Time dragged out across an eternity of torture.  Finally, Talla paused her words on an upward lilt, staring at the Old Man.    
 
    He took that as his cue.  “With my heart and will, through every joy and sorrow, I, Lauphram the First, one-time king of Atlantis, take Kinsey as my wife, my companion in life’s journey, and my eternal love.”   
 
    Talla droned on a little more, then fell silent, staring at Kinsey this time. 
 
    Cousin Kinsey’s voice slashed the air like a rapier.  “I, Kinsey, one-time daughter of the Dragon World, betrayed by Emperor Kur, do in obedience—and loving desire—take unto myself this demon as lord husband, companion, lover, and father of my children.  And I promise never to kill him, unless it proves necessary.” 
 
    What the hell kind of vow is that? 
 
    Selene murmured.  “Ah, she wrote her own vows.” 
 
    Talla droned on a minute more, a sour expression on her face.  She probably hadn’t liked the disparagement of Emperor Kur.   
 
    Tough. 
 
    Talla finished, nodding at Dhirrusses.  He scribbled on the official scroll as she joined him.  No one invited bride and groom to kiss.  They did anyway.  Cameras flashed.  The crowd broke out in cheers and applause.  And that’s when someone blew a great big hole in the ceiling and an attack force of fuzzed-out were-cats dropped squalling into the room, fangs bared, claws slashing, growls shivering the air as tails lashed.   
 
     “Party time!” Selene said. 
 
    In the hydrangeas, the Pillars of Heaven solidified, flashing red afterimages suggesting a few too many spatial dimensions.  The chiming tones slid higher.  A wash of crimson light pressed in from all sides.  Gravity fluctuated.  The floor rocked.  
 
    My dragon eyes adjusted, filtering the glare.  I could see again.   
 
    On the podium, the bride and groom drew apart.  “Now that’s a kiss,” the Old Man said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    “In the end, all we really have is what we  
 
    clench in our fists as creditors swarm.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Minus the original walls and ceiling, unmoored, the hotel ballroom landed in the arms of Selene’s Red Moon Castle.  The air was cold, dusty, and dry.  Gravity was a little less than normal.  Beyond the Pillars of Heaven lay an expanse of black stone with gray mortar, a possible staging area for troops.  None were present.  The courtyard held the ballroom easily, and still had room for a football field.  The great expanse ended on three sides, the walls soaring too high for sight, vanishing into darkness.  About five hundred feet up, Octagonal windows of red stained-glass glowed.  The courtyard’s fourth side held grandstands bracketing a raised platform with twin, high-backed thrones cobbled together from gold-banded, jewel-encrusted mastodon tusks. 
 
    “I decorated for this moment,” Selene said.  “You can praise me if you want.” 
 
    By which, she meant I’d better, if I knew what was good for me.  “Well done.”  I actually meant it.  When flaunting wealth, you can never be too tasteless or crass.    
 
    Beyond the thrones and bleachers, I saw a stretch of broken ground that was cut off by a forest of matte-black thorns.  An eternally red sky hung over it. 
 
    The shift of location and the discharging magical energies stalled out the were-cat attack.  The big cats crowded together, rubbing sides, rumbling in their throats as they stared at a reality they’d not prepared for.  My own guys had been warned.  The demons shed human form and brought out weapons, those not bursting into incandescent threat with their elemental magics.  A couple of stone demons raised massive fists, ready to bludgeon the cats into submission.   
 
    Magic winds lifted air demons to points of attack.   
 
    One demon’s white skin grew an overcoat of purple ivy.  Whip-like tendrils grew from her palms.  She snapped the lashes to intimidate the cats.   
 
    Izumi held a broadsword made of white ice, looking more than ready to kill something.  She doubtless remembered nearly getting scalped. 
 
    Julia stood on top of a tabletop, having kicked over an unlit candle in a glass jar.  She had a pair of .22 revolvers in her hands, taking aim at a big orange monster cat.  Colt stayed near her, still in human form, red-copper lightning wreathing his hands, skittering up and down his body. 
 
    Further away from the cats, Angie and Winter had ripped off their clothing and were taking the time to shape-shift.  It would be a few minutes before their wolves were free of human form and ready to attack. 
 
    We actually had more than enough firepower for this little bit of trouble.  The cats hadn’t come in near sufficient numbers to take us all out.  This was supposed to be a smash, grab, and haul ass operation with Zahra the grand prize.  Only Gemma showed signs of wanting to continue the operation.  But then, the skin-walker thought her cover was still intact.  She thought we’d hold back.  Her stare swept past bride and groom, to the two silver dragon clansmen on the small stage, then past Selene and me.  Her evaluating stare stopped on Kat and Josh, and the young girl between them in her cute, pink flower girl dress.  Gemma’s nostrils flared.  She smiled, her sense of smell identifying Zahra’s were-cat nature. 
 
    Gemma’s voice rang out.  “We come to demand the return of a child stolen from our people.  As the Voice of Bastet, and in her name, I demand justice.”  Gemma pointed at Zahra.  “The Eyes of Bastet belong with the Voice of Bastet.  In the name of the goddess, no one has the right to interfere.” 
 
    While she talked, I’d removed the cuprite stud from my ear, putting it in a pocket.  This caused the midnight-red illusion of a tux to fade off me, revealing the combat suit, harnesses, and many weapons I wore.  As I stalked toward Gemma, I filled in a number of shadow tatts on my body, under the clinging material of the suit.  I charged the symbols with a low-level wash of golden dragon energy to have them ready to fire at will. 
 
    “You talk about your rights when you crash a private party?  You are on the Red Moon of the Goddess Selene, your goddess has no rights here, and neither do you.” 
 
    “Caine!”  It was Kat’s voice.   
 
    I looked over at the were-cat who was Mistress of Sacramento.  She knelt beside Zahra.  The child looked panic-driven, speaking in her native tongue something I didn’t understand, then buried her face against Kat’s dress, hiding.   The area had grown quiet without losing tension, curiosity crackled in the air. 
 
    “Colt,” I said, “translate.” 
 
    He ran over to me.  “She says that is not the True Voice.  She is a bag of bones and a contagion.  Something like that, anyway.” 
 
    From the flare of her eyes, I saw the skin-walker knew her deception was up, at least where Zahra was concerned.  The skin-walker doubled down, “You have played games with the child’s mind so she doesn’t want to be with her own kind.  Have you no shame?” 
 
    Angry growls rumbled from Gemma’s were-cat forces.  Though in cat form, the pride understood the words of their leader.  I admired the idiot pride’s loyalty.   
 
    We’re going to have to show them what’s under Gemma’s skin—or just go ahead and kill them all.  That would delight Selene, but would waste a resource I wanted. 
 
    “Kat?” 
 
    She looked at me warily.  “Yeah?” 
 
    “You want to keep the kid in your Sacramento pride, right?” 
 
    “I think Josh and I are a better fit than you and Cleo.” 
 
    “Once before, you were willing to challenge Gemma under were-cat law.  Are you willing to do it now for the child?” 
 
    She stood and cast a questioning glance at Joshua.  He wasn’t able to answer, having completed his change from human to were-liger.  The great, monstrous beast shrugged off the last of his tattered clothes and made a sort of coughing grunt back at his mate. 
 
    Kat smiled warmly.  “I can always depend on you.”  Her stare shot to Gemma.  “In the name of Bastet, by the ancient laws of our kind, by fang and claw, I challenge to be The Voice.” 
 
    Selene was suddenly on me, pressing against my side, her arm linked in mine.  “What fun!  We’re going to have a little mortal combat with our cake and ice cream.”   
 
    I noticed that Cousin Kinsey was cutting cake with the Old Man’s hovering approval, and dozens of Selene’s iron gargoyles had invaded the area, and were handing out saucers with cake slices and ice cream.  One of them brought me a plate with a fork.  I took the offering. 
 
    Ah, what the hell, why not? 
 
    “What the hell?” the skin-walker said. 
 
     As I held my plate, Selene sampled the cake and ice cream.  She made a yummy sound, lips pressed shut, her eyes rolling in her head.  As the plates went around, a more festive air set in.  The gargoyles even set dishes down in front of the cats and wolves who carefully sniffed. 
 
    The skin-walker recovered her emotional balance, her coldly confident smile suggesting she could handle any reverse of fortunes.  Her voice snapped out.  “Since I am the challenged party, I demand the right to set the rules.” 
 
    Trying to give herself an advantage?  No matter what, she has to fight as Gemma, or she forfeits the support of the were-cats.  They’ll know she’s a fraud. 
 
     “What do you have in mind?”  I stared at the skin-walker, and moved my plate away from Selene so there’d be some left for me.   
 
    “My cake!” Selene gasped. 
 
    “Focus,” I said. 
 
    The skin-walker pointed at the were-liger.  “A champion is not allowed.  The contest should be between two who claim to be The Voice.”  Gemma stared at Kat.  “Are you afraid you can’t stand up to me?”   
 
    Josh padded a few steps toward Gemma, teeth bared.   He obviously didn’t like the idea of Kat fighting on her own.  Kat caught him, holding him fast, dislodging Zahra who stumbled and fell.  Hitting hard, she whimpered.  Tears looked imminent. Then Colt was there, scooping her up, holding her secure.  Zahra quieted, wrapping her arms around his neck. 
 
    My gaze caught motion off to the side, Julia standing on her tabletop, her revolvers extended.  I wasn’t sure if she was going to blast Zahra or Gemma.  Maybe both.  I felt relief when both muzzles swung to cover the skin-walker.   
 
    I pulled my arm free from Selene and held up a hand.  “Julia, no.  I’ll let you know when, and who.” 
 
    I could just take this fake Gemma out right now, but that would mean an immediate fight to the death with her misguided people.  I hate wasting resources that way.  It offends he dragon half of my soul.  I decided she’d die easily enough after being unmasked.  I wanted her people to see her for the fake she was. 
 
    Julia lowered her guns and didn’t look happy about it. 
 
    Getting between Josh and Gemma, Kat said, “I’m not afraid of you.” 
 
    The skin-walker said, “Good.  Then to decide the matter, I challenge you to a run.” 
 
    Kat blinked.  “A run?” 
 
    Gemma pointed past Selene’s throne, at the black forest of thorns.  You and I will go out there a few miles.  A signal will be given.  First one back here claims the child, and the title of Voice, with Bastet’s blessing.” 
 
    Ah, away from sight, Gemma can use her other forms and not get caught by her pride.  She might even have a scrap of the sloth skin on her to use.  What a cunning bitch. 
 
    “I don’t like off-camera action,” Selene said.  “I like watching fighting up close.  Death should never happen at a distance.” 
 
    “Excuse me.” It was Talla, her companion a step behind her, the scroll tucked under his arm.  “Is this insanity going to continue long?  We have official duties to return to.  Emperor Kur will be expecting a report.” 
 
    “Emperor Kur can kiss my rosy  ass,” I said. 
 
    Talla sighed deeply, but subsided. 
 
    Selene said, “Ah, the hell with it.”  She vanished, a blur of red that streaked past Gemma.  The details happened too fast to see, but Selene stood well past the skin-walker, holding her loose, flappy skin in red-nailed hands.  She waved Gemma’s empty skin at the were-cats, then dropped it on the floor. 
 
    All eyes went to the skin-walker who swayed in shock, revealed in her true form for the first time.  Selene had literally snatched her stolen skin right off her.  The witch was pretty in an aging way, faint lines around her eyes and mouth.  Her skin glowed golden, contrasting glossy black, braids.  She wore black lip-stick, and little else except for strips of skin tied around arms and thighs. 
 
    Gemma’s pride padded toward her, growling.  They could smell the witch for what she was now, and they knew she’d killed their leader.  The need for a blood price burned in their eyes. 
 
    The witch had no chance—except, one of those strips of skin tied on her was silver scaled, maybe from one of the dragon’s I’d killed earlier in the week.  The witch touched the skin, death magic clothed her in the body of the silver dragon that had destroyed my Mustang earlier that day.  Swelling many times her size, and still growing, she roared, burning plasma dribbling from her jaws as she beat wings furiously and lashed her tail.  Filling out even more, she rose into the air, spiraling as we watched, streaking toward the distant mass of black thorns. 
 
    Selene stamped her foot.  “Didn’t I say no off-screen violence?” 
 
    The missing wall to the box we were in dropped from high above, cutting off our view of the forest, preventing the witch’s escape.  She didn’t abandon the attempt, veering sharply upward in the hope that open sky lay somewhere above in the high darkness. 
 
    The iron gargoyles screeched like rusty hinges, flapped their metal wings, and went after the silver dragon, pissing themselves freely in the joy of the chase.  I didn’t think much of the skin-walker’s chances.  Having a dragon’s body and being skilled in its use were different things.  A dragon’s fighting heart meant much.   
 
    I looked up the sheer, ornate walls surrounding us, past the fancy windows, to the higher darkness.  “By the way, Selene, is there open sky up there?” 
 
    Selene frowned at me.  “I haven’t decided yet.” 
 
    Talla and Dhirrusses muttered to themselves, then turned to me.  “Since the silver dragon that attacked your human city earlier was actually a human magic-user, we expect all complaints in the matter against our clan to be dropped.” 
 
    I glowered at them.  “I’m sure, when I start looking, I’ll find other reasons to kill you off.” 
 
    Talla smiled coldly, tauntingly.  “Perhaps.  In any case, we have had more than enough of your hospitality.  Please send us home.” 
 
    “Fine.  You’re not very fun anyway.”  Selene gestured and the four Pillars of Heaven protruding from the hydrangeas vented their crystal screams.  Red light shimmered around them, building.   
 
    She’s taking the ballroom back where it came from. 
 
    Except the witch chose that moment to fall out of the sky in her silver dragon body, the iron gargoyles clinging to her like acid-pissing leeches.  With a thu-whump! she impaled herself on a pillar.  Screeching, she spewed yellow-white solar fire everywhere. 
 
    I dropped my cake.  The saucer broke into multiple pieces.   
 
    Oh, fuck!  I was going to eat that. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    “A strong man will always stand 
 
    atop a mountain of skulls.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Three of the Pillars of Heaven fired in synchronization, slashing us with crystal screams, bathing us in their bloody light.  Buried halfway inside the skin-walker, the fourth pillar gave out a stutter of vibration.  Its base exploded.  The dragon’s hard scales deflected red crystal fragments, her body dulling the blast.  The occupants in the room threw themselves flat to stay under burning clouds plasma that slowly whipped across the room.   
 
    I stood staring down at my fallen cake, sighing softly with regret.   
 
    Selene patted my arm.  “Don’t worry, dear, there’s plenty more.”  She went to get me a piece. 
 
    The solar fire slowed, absorbed by the crimson light of the three remaining pillars.  Gravity wavered, cutting in and out.  The floor tilted one way then another, becoming a carnival ride.  The wolves and were-cats slid into tables, each other, and assorted guests.  Some of the demon clansmen reached the edge of the floor.  Red walls of force became visible between pillars, keeping them from tumbling out into inter-dimensional void.  The red wall corner near the broken pillar fluttered in weakness, but held.  For now, it looked like we’d survive to face the threats of some random reality. 
 
    My inner dragon shook his head sadly.  You’re assuming we get somewhere.  We might never emerge, one pillar sort as we are.   
 
    There you go, being negative.  How is that helping? 
 
    I bent my knees and balanced, riding out the agitations like a surfer threading the tube of a wave.  My years growing up on the Malibu beach had done much to prepare me for this day.  That and my general philosophy of never sweating the small stuff. 
 
    Selene walked normally, as if the room weren’t wobbling across countless, nameless dimensions.  She looked back once, as if to make sure I was watching her ass, which I was.  She smiled.     
 
    The Old Man stood near the big wedding cake, holding Cousin Kinsey in his massive arms.  He stayed pretty much in place, anchored by tentacles of shadow magic that grew out of his back.   
 
    Neat trick.  
 
    He’d lived too many centuries, facing down too many threats, to be thrown by something like this.  Screaming and panicking was for lesser folk. 
 
    For some reason, none of the tables were sliding anywhere, or the chairs.  I knew they weren’t bolted down.  I simply assumed that they stayed because Selene didn’t want more of a mess; having enough chaos to content her.  The Old Man took a plate from her and smiled down at his bride as he fed her a bite. 
 
    Somehow, the photographer found them, flashing his camera.  “Smile,” she told the Old Man.  “My wedding pictures are going to be normal if nothing else is.” 
 
    Acting like all this was to be expected at a demon-clan celebration, Kinsey nibbled the cake from his blue fingers, then licked off bits of icing. 
 
    I’m going to get sick if this continues much longer.  
 
    The red light dimmed as the crystal screams sank into the excited murmurings of the crowd.  The ballroom’s wobble flattened out.  The carpeted floor lay upon a flinty plain of slate gray rock splotched with green-white lichen.  There were gritty, concave towers piled up that reminded me of the cooling towers at nuclear power plants, but more organic.  I saw black-shelled beetles with white elk antlers trudging along, circling the towers.  The insects were the size of military tanks.   
 
    Overhead, a low, tarnish-green sky with roiling dun clouds gave the scene a claustrophobic feel.  A floating island of gray rock drifted in defiance of gravity just below the clouds, it’s top capped with violet and green jungle.  White pterodactyls swooped in and out of caves in the sides of the island, far enough away to pose little threat.  For now.  I was a little concerned that a few of these looked like they had spy-cams strapped on. 
 
    My inner dragon said: I wouldn’t mind eating one of those.  Bet they taste like chicken. 
 
    I turned to survey the other directions.  There were more concave towers, rockier expanses, and ambling beetles engaging a giant red centipede that had a saddle and a half-armored woman with a sword riding it.   
 
    And up a hill, a fortress of rock squatted with corner towers and torchlight in various chiseled-out windows.  I assumed Red-Centipede Rider had come from there. 
 
    Well, she’s on her own.  I have enough problems of my own. 
 
    Colt said, “Cool!  Where are we?” 
 
    “Not Oz,” I said. 
 
    He stared at me.  “Oz?” 
 
    “Never mind.  Other side of the rainbow.” 
 
    The were-cats said nothing, having completed their changes into cat form.  Demons were grabbing chairs, getting comfortable while waiting for me to fix this mess.  Climbing out from under a table, the two silver dragon officials picked themselves up and came toward me.   
 
    Selene arrived first with my replacement cake.  I took it and escorted her toward the crumpled skin-walker.  Making sure she was dead or helpless had first priority.   
 
    Talla called after me.  “Caine, where are you going?” 
 
    I didn’t answer.  That would have wasted my time.  She had eyes; she’d soon see the answer to her question.   
 
    Selene let me get in a couple of bites of sugary sweetness, then went back to stealing off my plate. 
 
    “Why didn’t you just get your own?” I asked. 
 
    “Where’s the fun in that?” 
 
    “Speaking of fun, do you know where we are, and how we’re going to get back home?” 
 
    She shrugged.  “It will work out somehow, I suppose.” 
 
    Everyone cleared out of our way, some of them falling in line, following us over to the corner of the room where the silver dragon sprawled.  Her clawed fingers twitched.  Her breath was a sulfurous hiss.  Plasma drool seeped from her jaws.  The slobber set fire to a section of carpet under her head. 
 
    I handed my plate to Selene.  “Here, go wild.”  And kicked the dragon in the scaly snout.  “Hey, you stay in that form, you’ll die.  Turn back to human and we’ll give you medical treatment.” 
 
    Before we skin you alive and see how you like it. 
 
    The silver dragon’s lids parted, opening.  A silver iris with a black stripe of a pupil stared.  She blinked, and those eyes went dark, becoming cavernous spaces.  In human form, the witch crawled out one of the eye holes.  The entire dragon began to deflate and flatten like a punctured air bag.  I didn’t injure my brain by trying to figure out why there was more skin left over now than the witch had started with.   
 
    Magic will always defy rationality.  That’s what it is, what it does. 
 
    The witch skidded down the deflating dragon head.  I caught her and pulled her clear, settling her on the carpet a few yards away.  Now in human form, a few of Gemma’s cat people padded up, undisturbed by their nakedness.  One of them carried Gemma’s discarded human skin.  He said, “Give the witch to us.  She will pay for this.” 
 
    I glowered.  “Who are you to demand?  You crashed my party, remember?  You attacked my people because you were too stupid to see through a skin-walker’s disguise.”  Alright, so that last is a cheap shot.  “You will take what I give you, and be glad I am not a vengeful soul.” 
 
    Some of my guys snickered.   
 
    They know me so well. 
 
    Kat and Josh pushed through the were-cats.  Kat remained human, but had ditched the dress to move unhindered, her dancer’s body toned and supple, with a fine detail of muscle that impressed me.  I diverted my appreciative stare before the were-liger noticed and ripped off my face.  Zahra rode on the were-ligers broad back, smiling happily.  Josh’s wrathful glare and bestial rumble shut up the were-cats that still wanted to argue with me.  With Gemma dead, Kat was ranking cat present.  Josh’s attitude left no doubt about it. 
 
    I called out to my First Sword.  “Imari, keep everyone in the ballroom area, inside the pillars.  Set up watches.  Don’t let anything native sneak in here and run amok.” 
 
    She called from somewhere back of the crowd.  “Already on it.” 
 
    In wolf form, Angie and Winter padded up to me, staring curiously at the passed-out witch.  I gave the skin-walker a once-over, checking the severity of her wounds.  There didn’t seem to be any.  She’d left them behind in the dragon body she’d abandoned, that had degraded into skin. 
 
    Selene knelt beside me.  She scraped the last of the cake off her plate and set it down for someone else to pick up.  Who’s going to tell a goddess she can’t?   
 
    Not me. 
 
    She said, “Fatigue, systemic shock from so many drastic changes, and the constant drain of her power.”  Selene pivoted to look me in the face.  “Can I have her?  There are a few experiments I want to try with bloodless biochemistry.” 
 
    I held my hand out.  “Cuffs.” 
 
    She stared back.  “What?” 
 
    “I want your cuffs.” 
 
    “I was planning on using them—tonight.”  She packed the last word with heated sensuality.   
 
    I kept my voice firm, my hand extended in demand.  “I’m sure you have back-ups.  Give.” 
 
    “Fine.”   
 
    I don’t know where she pulled them from, and didn’t want to ask.  A pair of red-chrome handcuffs dropped in my hand.  Between loops, there was a six-inch chain with a big pink heart in the middle.  In the middle of the heart was a red moon image, a trademark.  I studied the restraints.  “Don’t tell me you have a chain of adult stores in Talon City, too.” 
 
    She smiled.  “I’m counting on you to help me test out a number of items in development.” 
 
    Love is hell. 
 
    Without answering, I cuffed the unconscious witch’s hands behind her back.  I drew a field knife from its sheath on my belt, and cut off the bands of skin she wore, disarming her. 
 
    Selene handed me a roll of duct tape. 
 
    I took it, looking at her. 
 
    “If she can speak, she can do magic,” Selene explained. 
 
    I tore off some tape and sealed the witch’s lips shut.  I yelled.  “Jada, Leah?” 
 
    They came running up together.  Leah’s D-cup rack bounced nicely.  She said, “Yeah, boss?” 
 
    “Keep the skin-walker under close guard.  There are things we’ll probably want to know before we decide her fate.”   
 
    Jada held her Desert Eagle in one fist, covering the sleeping witch as if expecting her to be playing opossum, and a moment away from lunging.   
 
    I nodded.  Commendable caution.   
 
    Leah grabbed the witch’s bare feet and dragged her ass first way from the angry spectators. 
 
    Oooo, she’s going to have some killer rug burn there. 
 
    I stood and gave Selene a hand up.  And felt a sudden deep cold chilling the air.  I turned to find Izumi, my fey queen, glaring at us both.  She still held her broadsword of ice.  Given the surrounding hell-dimension, I didn’t blame her caution whatsoever.  “I don’t like this place.  When are we going home?” 
 
    Selene stared back.  “You want to leave now?  But the real killing is about to start.” 
 
    I hate it when she suddenly spouts stuff like that.  It never entails anything good.  I smiled at her.  “Selene, dear lady, just what are you talking about?” 
 
    She stared beyond the ballroom, over at one of the cooling towers.  Don’t those look something like anthills.  We’ve brought a lot of sugar with us.  I get the feeling something will soon be coming for cake and coffee—and maybe blood.” 
 
    “Selene,” I kept my voice light, “is this a place you’ve brought us on purpose?”  It occurred to me that with her power, landing here might not have been accidental. 
 
    “Well, I didn’t my get my floor show before, and what’s a wedding reception without a little entertainment?  Surely, you want this to be an event the bride and groom will never forget?” 
 
    Izumi stabbed with her ice sword, going for Selene’s white throat.  
 
    Selene grabbed the ice sword, stopping it with a hand that crackled with red electrical jags.  “Now, that’s the spirit.” 
 
    I ran through the crowd, noticing that it had already been thinned by Imari’s redistribution of our demon soldiers into a perimeter guard.  She came running up, having torn away her fancy clothes for ease of movement.  Imari’s black skin danced with an orange coating of flame.  More of it leaped high off her bald scalp.  My First Sword held a sword of fire in one fist.  She saluted with the other hand.   “Enemy movement on those towers.  I can’t quite tell what’s coming, but it’s a lot of something.” 
 
    “Best guess?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged.  “Maybe a thousand.  With modern weapons and demon magic, we can probably take them, but…” 
 
    I knew that but.  “But we don’t know their natural weapons and what form the local magic might take.  It could be something quite nasty we’ve never seen before.” 
 
    Imari leaned in, softening her voice.  “Any way you can sweet talk Selene into portaling us the hell out of here?”  
 
    I glanced over at the closest tower.  A froth of oval-bodied, stick-limbed creatures dripped down the sides, coming on like lime-colored lava.  “Not much time.  I’ll try.  Proceed under the assumption that bloody carnage will be necessary.” 
 
    She nodded curtly.   “Understood.” 
 
    I watched her flaming ass as she ran off to order our defenses.  One should always stop and smell the roses on the way to a good genocide. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    “Death’s fun to hang with, just 
 
    don’t turn your back on him.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    “Selene!”  I yelled.  “No argument.  Get us the hell out of here, now!”  I tromped back to where I’d left her.  She was gone.  The Old Man and Cousin Kinsey were in a huddle with Izumi, who leaned on her ice sword as ice armor grew over her luscious body. 
 
    Shame to cover that up. 
 
    The Old Man turned toward me, blue face forbidding.  “Selene’s miffed.  We tried to assure her we appreciated the, uh, entertainment, but that it was a little too stressful.” 
 
    “She vanished in a dusty blaze of red stars.”  Izumi raised her voice sharply.  “The bitch!” 
 
    I grabbed the Old Man by the arm.  Under the sleeve, it felt like solid steel.  “You, Izumi, and Colt can all open portals.  Can’t you just pool your power and—” 
 
    “Jump blind?”  Izumi said.  “That could make things infinitely worse.” 
 
    The Old Man nodded.  “As hell-dimensions go, there are worse places out there.  Let’s not lop off our heads to spite our necks.” 
 
    Damn.  “Okay, so we fight to win.  Old Man, you and Izumi take this end of the ballroom.  Julia and I will take the middle.  I left Imari heading toward the other end.  Kinsey, I want you to work with Colt.  As dragons, you can lend aerial support.  Don’t forget to keep an eye out for the pterodactyls from that floating island.  Don’t get blind-sided. They could be drawn in by the fighting.”   
 
    A coughing grunt sounded close behind me.  I jumped in place, spinning around.  It was Josh, the were-liger.  I told him, “Give Zahra to me.  I’ll keep her safe while you and Kat take command of the were-cats.” 
 
    Kat gave me a threatening glare.  “You’d better watch her close.” 
 
    I pulled Zahra into my arms and held her as Kat and Josh rounded up their charges, forming strategies.  The two silver dragons were together, talking calmly.  Carrying Zahra, I marched up to them.  “Are you guys going to help us fight, or pick lint from your bellybuttons?” 
 
    Talla frowned at the question.  “Dragons are hatched from eggs.  We don’t have bellybuttons.” 
 
    I pulled out one of my Storm PX4 semi-automatic Berettas and shoved the muzzle in her face.  “Those that aren’t part of the solution are part of the body count.  Think very carefully about your next stupid comment.  It may be your last.” 
 
    Talla looked at the child I held.  Her expression softened.  “We’ll help.” 
 
    “Go with Kinsey and Colt.  We’ll have enough dragons to cover all four sides.” 
 
    I ran on to gather Julia, finding her still standing on her table, which gave her an excellent view.   Her shoes and socks were gone.  A red-scaled tail dangled down out of her pink dress.  Her feet had morphed into dragon talons capable of some deep slashing.  She had her guns in hand, and a wide smile in place that reminded me of Selene.   
 
    I sat Zahra on the edge of the table, at Julia’s clawed feet.  The two wolves loped up to join us. 
 
    “Julia, Angie, Winter, I’m counting on you to protect Zahra in case the perimeter gets overwhelmed.  I need to be able to move freely.”   
 
    Amber eyes burning, Angie huffed agreement. 
 
    Julia looked down at Zahra.  “We really need her?” 
 
    “She’s mine, and by extension yours.  You’re at least half-dragon.  Are you fine with losing a valuable treasure?  Besides, Colt will say you weren’t up to the job if you fail.  He’ll throw it in your face every time you have an argument.  Are you going to give him that kind of ammunition?” 
 
    Julia’s face hardened with grim purpose.  “Hell no.  Little Brother’s too annoying as he is.” 
 
    I smiled, glad to see her properly motivated.  I put a finger in Zahra’s face.  “Stay.  Good girl.”  I backed away and concentrated.  The weapon harness I wore over my stretchy combat suit was specially design not to interfere with wing movements should I grow wings for my human form.  I started the process, feeling my shoulder blades soften like hot wax.  Bone spurs grew out, shredding the material over my back.  More struts fanned out.  Blood seeped down my back, into the material at my waist.  New muscles, blood vessels, tendons, and leathery skin layered the struts quickly. 
 
    Zahra clapped furiously, as if I’d been putting on a show just for her. 
 
    I was so glad Selene had modified the partial shift process for me so it no longer took minutes because a chittering sound filled the air, telling me our time was almost up.  I fanned my wings, drying them, and drew a second semi-automatic.  Across my skin, I had shadow tatts soaking up golden dragon energy, ready for multiple spells to be fired.   
 
    Someone yelled, “Here they come!” 
 
    And the fight was on. 
 
    I lifted myself into the air, using a lot of strength to get high fast.  The ballroom dwindled under me.  The main flow of the attack was from the two closest towers.  The lime green insectoids spilling from them had met and merged, and approached with all the mindless frenzied hunger of army ants on steroids.   
 
    Colt was the closest dragon to that side.  He was small as dragons go, not having his adult size yet.  His tail lashed with rage.  Red-copper lighting danced over his red-and-gold scales as his fanned wings, pumping hard to hover.  He roared a greeting as I shot past him.  
 
    I kept going.  Our defenses were solid.  Now, we needed an intercepting attack.  The insectoids might discover caution if I could hit them hard and hurt them fast enough.  Shock and awe.  I streaked across the gray rock, heading for the ragged advancing line.   
 
    The composition of my eyes shifted, becoming more dragon than human.  Manipulating eye muscles caused details to leap at me in waves of clarification.   The milling insects were strongly ant-like, the size of horses, with six legs, and compound eyes for detecting motion.  They had the usual three sections: heads, thoraxes, and oval abdomens.  There were larger, spider-style eyes on the top of their heads, and frond-like antennae that might have looked better on moths.  Wings jutted from thoraxes, but looked vestigial, more decorative than anything else.  Mandibles clashed as they ambled over each other.  It was hard to understand how they moved at such a large size when physics dictated that they should have been crushed under the weight of their exoskeleton armor.   
 
    And how they got enough oxygen through their pores was a total mystery.  There’s a reason why insects are small in nature.  Of course, in this hell-dimension, ants might come with lungs and an inner skeleton as well as an outer one.  Whatever, they just needed to die.   
 
    I super-charged the shadow-tatt pattern for Dragon Fire.  Burning incredible hot, clingier than napalm, fire globbed over my body.  Spells woven into my gear safeguarded harnesses and weapons.   Whooshing ahead of me as I flew, the flames caused insect eyes and bodies to burst, spraying ocular fluid and clear plasm, the ant version of blood.  Antennae fronds curled, blackening, crumbling. The swarm in back screamed as the fire spread to them, those in front consumed.  I swerved to spread the fire out along the front line. 
 
    Most living things fear fire. These guys were no exception, turning and fighting back into their own ranks.  They piled up in a high ridge.  The pressure from behind created a high ridge of interlocked lime insect bodies.  I pulled up and used the new updrafts to sail higher, crossing back the way I’d come, swinging in deeper across the swarm.  As I paralleled the high ridge of ants, I slung fire all along it.   
 
    Some of the insects on top leaped out into space to intercept me.  Some misjudged my speed and passed by harmlessly.  Others became crispy critters, clawing at me briefly as fire consumed them.  My skin, toughened by transformations into full dragon form, took little damage, a few scrapes here, some impacts that would later become bruises.   
 
    I turned toward the ballroom, pulling back to assess the effectiveness of my strategy, burning to know how the rest of the struggle went.  Approaching my people, I dropped the Dragon Fire spell, conserving magic.  I didn’t see Colt.  That concerned me.  Beating dragon wings, I kept my human body high in the air, turning to look back at the battlefield.   
 
    Way past the raised ridge of lime-colored ants, where even I hadn’t dared to venture, I saw eruptions of red-copper lightning shoot up from a hidden source that had to be Colt.  “Selene,” I yelled, “you better be keeping an eye on our son.” 
 
    I got no answer. 
 
    Except, mingling with the red-copper discharges, crimson lightning kicked up.   
 
    Elsewhere, it seemed that many of the ant towers had been heat-fused into glass and were now sagging from the top down, closing off the lower levels from the surface.  Since we had this side of things under control, I retreated into the ballroom, dropping to the side that faced the hill and its stone castle.  Imari and Zero-T were close.  I yelled at my First Sword.  “Any sign the castle folk are going to come down and help us out?” 
 
    Zero-T answered.  “There’s more of them on the walls, more torches burning, but no sign of the portcullis rising or of a mounted force coming closer.” 
 
    Such poor neighbors.  “Good thing we’re not depending on them.  The insects look manageable, as long as we can keep them at a distance.”     
 
    I heard the crack of revolver fire, then semi-automatic fire.  I jumped for height and flew toward the table where I’d left Julia.  She was there, Zahra clinging to one of her legs.  The wolves were nearby, but not having wings, their turn to attack would have to wait.  I went higher, looking to see what Julia—and others—were shooting at.  A dozen of the white pterodactyls were swooping down on us like post-apocalyptic seagulls after the last French fries in the world.  They started shying off as head-shots thinned their numbers.  A few wounded fliers hit the ballroom and were pounced upon by the were-liger and were-cats. 
 
    I emptied my clips into the retreating pterodactyls.  The exploding magic ammo proved highly effective.  Soon, the last survivors were hauling leathery ass for the floating island.  I holstered my guns. 
 
    Julia grinned at me.  “This is even more fun than shooting rats at the landfill.” 
 
    I gave her a thumb’s-up, and went looking for more trouble.  I found it at a red crystal pillar where one of the tank-sized black beetles was scrambling to invade the ballroom while demon magic hit it with fire and wind.  A couple of my stone-type demons had transformed into walking statues, and were fighting the beetle, grabbing it by the horns, trying to throw it to the ground.  The beetle hinged open its wing-covers.  Iridescent wings blurred.  Instead of lifting the insect into the air, the wings acted like electric knives, slashing at my people.  A rock demon went down, cut in half.  His body softened in death, pouring out blood that the beetle paused to drink with a kind of hollow, straw-like tongue. 
 
    Rage flushed through me.  My people pulled back as I went in, tossing golden lightning from my hands.  The beetle’s armor cracked and shattered.  Pieces of shell flew like shrapnel.  I kept lightning dancing off my body until the beetle became a smoking pile of ashes. 
 
    “Caine!” 
 
    Jada?  It was her voice calling.   
 
    I back-winged over the ball-room until I found her kneeling by Leah, who’d taken a hit to the head from flying debris.  Blood dripped from her hairline.  Jada helped her up.   
 
    “What happened,” I asked.  “Where’s the witch?”  There was no sign of the skin-walker in sight. 
 
    “I caught a piece of that beetle’s shell,” Leah said.  “Went down.  Jada was checking on me when the witch somehow slipped her cuffs and jumped into the crowd.” 
 
    Zahra!  The witch might still be after her.  No, we disarmed her.  She’d need a skin to…  Suddenly, a thought occurred: Dead pterodactyls have skin.  
 
    I yelled in Jada’s face.  “Give me your gun!” 
 
    She hesitated. 
 
    I glared.  “I’ll give it back, damn it!” 
 
    She handed it over. 
 
    I ran into the crowd, the direction the witch might have gone, and quickly came upon a broken piece of white wing.  Skin had been ripped off it. 
 
    Damn, I hate being right some times. 
 
    I leaped into the air, desperate to get back to the girls.  As I got there, I found Julia standing on the carpet, the table overturned.  Zahra was under it, having taken shelter.  Julia was patiently waiting for an opening to shoot.  In the air above her, a white pterodactyl struggled to stay aloft.  Winter and Angie had leapt into the air and had their wolf jaws clamped, claiming both ankles.  Dangling, the wolves jerked, worrying the flier, trying to bring the skin-walker down. 
 
    I lifted the muzzle of the Desert Eagle.  I held the gun in both hands, knowing the .50 bullet was going to have a hell of a kick.  I squeezed off a shot.  The slug smacked inside the flier’s beak.  The back of its head exploded off.  It fell to the carpet, very dead.  The white skin split open.  The witch rolled toward Julia, pushing up from the ground.  The skin-walker had managed to leave the damage behind on the flier’s body which decomposed magically, the skin shriveling, tearing away to almost nothing.   
 
    She loomed over Julia, fighting for both revolvers. 
 
    Zahra shrieked in fear. 
 
    The wolves jumped toward the skin-walker. 
 
    I aimed at the witch’s back, but held my fire, concerned with punching a hole through the skin-walker and Julia at the same time. 
 
    Fuck it.  After this, no more prisoners.  All enemies die as soon as possible. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    “If you keep cheating Death,  
 
    he’ll eventually stack the deck.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Invading my mind, a thought hit like an artillery shell: NO ONE HURTS MY SISTER! 
 
    Red-copper lightning sizzled down out of the sky, engulfing the witch. Secondary currents blasted Julia backwards, into the over-turned table.  She said a bad word, losing her revolvers in the fall.  Colt’s savage roar crashed around us like thunder.  Yelping in panic, Angie and Winter dug in furry heels and managed to stop short of electrocution. 
 
    Smoking pieces of the witch splattered everywhere, a major victory.   
 
    Finally. 
 
    Descending, Colt’s red-and-gold dragon collapsed in upon himself, bleeding to nothing as his little boy form took over.  He landed in scruffy jeans, sneakers, black hoodie, and spun toward Julia.  He leaped to her side, scooping her against him, holding her in thin arms like the Hollywood hero he thought he was.   
 
    “Julia!” 
 
    She shook as the last of the red-copper lightning grounded out.  Loopy, she blinked and groaned, not really hurt since she was half dragon herself.   
 
    Zahra poked her head between theirs, checking out the scene with the large, inquisitive eyes of a were-kitten.  She poked Julia’s cheek to see if she was still alive.  Julia brushed the finger away, then thrust a palm into Colt’s face, shoving him back.  “Let go, doofus!” 
 
    “Doofus?!” he dropped her.  “I saved your miserable life.” 
 
    “You idiot, you fried my ah, uh dress!”  She patted out a patch that smoldered.  “I had her.  I was a second away from—” 
 
    He made a disgusted sound and reached a hand toward Zahra.  She took his hand.  He pulled her past Julia, and walked away.  Looking down at the were-kitten, he said, “Want some cake and ice-cream?  There should still be a lot left.  Killing bugs makes me hungry.” 
 
    Zahra made a cooing sound, happy to go anywhere with Colt. 
 
     “Hey, get back here.  I’m not done yelling at you yet.” Contrasting her angry words, there was a red blush on Julia’s face.  The tentative glances she threw at his back shied away.  I think part of her was really happy she’d been saved by Colt.  Not that she’d admit it except under extreme torture.   
 
    There was a rush of thundering wings, a whirl of silver, and the silver dragons dropped from the sky in human form.  “We’re done,” Talla announced. 
 
    I stared at them.  “Are you?” 
 
    The male explained.  “We went proactive, slagging the towers shut, sealing the rest of the ants in their underground passages.  Did you know there are pink ants, and dark green ones, too?” 
 
    “I’ll alert Animal Planet.”  I walked back to Jada and Leah.  “Jada!” 
 
    She looked up at me.  I pitched her gun back.  She caught it out of the air and gave it a worried inspection, assuring herself I hadn’t bent the barrel or anything. 
 
    Some people… 
 
    Moving among my people, I checked on injuries and casualties.  In the lull of action, I took the time to put fresh clips in my Berettas.   We’d come through fairly well unscathed, but that didn’t mean we’d seen all this world could throw at us.  The castle folk had proved pretty timid, but who knew what else lived on the sky island besides the albino fliers? 
 
    The remains of the giant beetle had been rolled away from the pillar.  The stone-demon that had been cut in half was wrapped in a tablecloth and set aside with a few more bodies.  I stood where demon blood splattered the carpet, looking down at dull pebbles and glittering stones, pieces of the stone-demon.  I knelt and gathered up what turned out to be rough blue diamonds as a, umm, memorial.  I dropped the gravel into a pouch on my battle harness. 
 
    I know he’d want me to have these. 
 
    Straightening, I called out to some of my clansmen.  “See if you can detach some of that beetle wing, without losing any fingers.  That stuff will make some hella-sharp swords.” 
 
    Arm in arm, the Old Man and Kinsey sought me out.  Pulled off, his bowtie dangled out of a tux pocket.  He’d opened his shirt a few buttons to flash part of a nautical tattoo in dark blue ink.  It looked something like a giant squid crushing an eighteenth-century sailing ship.  Kinsey had her veil thrown back from her face, revealing a tiara of white silk roses at her hairline.  Her tawny gold eyes alone betrayed her royal dragon blood.  She said, “If I’d known my wedding was going to include melee sports, I’d have worn my leathers and rapier.” 
 
    “You should certainly take them on your honeymoon,” I advised.  “Do some role-play.  The lady pirate and the English squire, perhaps.” 
 
    “Concerning that,” the Old Man said, “when exactly will we be getting back. 
 
    I smiled.  “I have a plan.” 
 
    “Now I’m scared,” Kinsey said. 
 
    “Get the women over by the stage where we had the ceremony.  You two get on the stage and prepare to toss the bouquet.  I’ll do everything else.” 
 
    The Old Man arched an eyebrow at me.  “That’s it?” 
 
    “I have an instinct about women.”  I made sweeping gestures with my fingers.  “Shoo.  Shoo.” 
 
    It took a few minutes to herd the ladies where I needed them.  Kat sat out the toss, already being married.  Julia hid beneath a table, having eternally sworn off guys.  Colt explained to Zahra what was going on and the little girl ran to the front of the pack—like she had a chance against those sharks.  It was hard to tell if Imari was blushing with her ebony skin, but she let Zero-T drag her to the gathering.  Dead center of the mob, Izumi radiating enough cold to clear a sizable space around her. 
 
    The photographer flashed a few shots. 
 
    On the little stage, Kinsey lifted the bouquet.   
 
    A lot of the male demons craned their necks to watch, when they were supposed to be studiously on guard along the parameter.   
 
    Even Talla condescended to join the lesser breeds for a chance at catching a token said to bring romantic luck.  Her silver dragon eyes had gotten huge when the tradition was explained to her.   
 
    Everyone stood jittery ready—except Selene who was still playing hard to get, missing in action. 
 
    I’m about to fix that. 
 
    I lifted my voice.  “Remember, whoever catches the flowers is destined to be the next one happily married.  Too bad it won’t be me, but Selene’s not here, so…” 
 
    My ice princess Izumi called back.  “You’re not getting off that easily.  I’m still here.  If I catch the bouquet, I’m definitely dragging you to the altar.   These human weddings are fun—when they don’t get hijacked.” 
 
    I ignored the comment, pressing on.  “Remember, girls, no flying elbows, kicks, eye-gouges, any of that rough stuff.  Act like the ladies you are.” 
 
    One of the demon girls glowered.  “Fuck nice, I want to be a bride!”  Other demon clan women nodded agreement. 
 
    I hope this doesn’t get too bloody. 
 
    I turned toward the happy couple.  “All right, Kinsey, let it rip!” 
 
    She swung the flowers down past her dress, then up, a tease.  A second swing followed.  The next time, she released the bouquet.  It flew high into the air, about a hundred feet since Kinsey had put some dragon strength into it.  The prize reached the top of its arc and tumbled down toward grasping hands. 
 
    Redness flashed across the ballroom, a monochromatic brightness.  The Pillars of Heaven cried crystal tones.  The broken crystal grew, regenerating.   Time slowed.  The air seemed to thickened as the falling flowers resisted gravity.  The ballroom slowly listed one way, then another, spinning a little as it had when we first left Earth.  And then the room was back in the hotel, the ceiling back in place, the carpet undamaged, no dead pterodactyls to explain to housekeeping… 
 
    The pillars vanished from the worn and trampled hydrangeas, taking the crystal song with them. 
 
    And Selene bounced in the midst of the pack, her exuberant hand raised to catch the flowers as time resumed its normal rate.  As if by fey magic, the flowers dropped straight toward Izumi, but at the last moment, the bouquet swerved.  Selene snatched it from the air and did a little happy dance as everyone eyed her with murderous intent. 
 
    Selene jumped in front of the photographer.  “Take my picture!  Take my picture!” 
 
    He dared not refuse. 
 
    The Old Man and Kinsey ran for the hallway door, getting out while the getting was good.  The room emptied as they were followed out.  I stayed behind with the First Sword, watching her organize a general cleanup of the dead clansmen wrapped in tablecloths.   
 
    “Were going to have to have wakes in their honor, fallen heroes, all,” I said. 
 
    Selene joined me, clutching the bouquet to her breast.  “You just want to get drunk.” 
 
    “You say that as if it’s a bad thing.” 
 
    She smiled triumphantly.  “I caught the flowers.  You have to marry me now.”  
 
    “You do know that’s not actually a binding social contract, right?” 
 
    “What?  How can it not?” 
 
    “This isn’t the Red Moon, love.” 
 
    The room was mostly cleared, and I realized that it had been a long time since I’d seen Solstice Truth and the older witch from the Guild.  As if summoned by my thoughts, the two came in from the hallway.   
 
    “You’re back!” Solstice said. 
 
    I looked at my watch.  Very little time appeared to have passed while we were out-world.  “Yeah.  Where have you been?” 
 
    “We went to the Ladies’ Room for a few minutes, came back, and nothing was here,” Solstice said. 
 
    “Well, you’re just in time to help us tidy up.  We need to get some bodies out of here with no one noticing.” 
 
    The witches looked at each other, and spoke in unison: “Demon wedding.” 
 
    Why does everyone assume demons can’t play well with others? 
 
    Kat drifted by, Zahra in her arms.  Josh was back to human form, wearing a tablecloth kilt.  His muscular chest and chiseled features drew a sigh from both witches.  “Great party,” Josh said, “but we’re taking our little door prize here back to Sacramento.  Colt can come visit her.  You’re not allowed.  I have hopes for the kid growing up mostly normal.” 
 
    I shrugged and let them go.  After all, I knew where they lived in case I ever needed to uh, borrow the Eyes. 
 
    Selene laughed at me.  “I guess you got told.” 
 
    “I guess I did.  Selene?” 
 
    “Yes, my love?” 
 
    “Is that one of your creations?”  I pointed to a giant red centipede that was attacking the last of the wedding cake. 
 
    Selene frowned at it.  “No.  I can’t say it is.” 
 
    Then I saw the red leather saddle strapped to it, and remembered the Red Centipede Rider from the hell dimension we’d just escaped.  “I think we might have accidently brought back a couple of visitors with us.”  I turned in place, looking for the swordgirl who’d ridden the insect earlier.  I spotted her keeping Julia company.  Julia was holding her revolver, the cylinder open, showing the Rider her explosive bullets.  The girl was hot, a redhead, with armor pieces strapped on the outside of arms and legs.  She had on an armored bikini and flaring shoulder pads that looked highly impractical.     
 
    More an anime cosplay character than a warrior princess, I thought. 
 
    My longtime friend Red barged into the room, paused to stare at the giant red centipede, then hurried on to Julia.  “You’re all right?” he demanded. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be?” she asked. 
 
    “Why is there a hole burned in your dress?” he asked.  “Man, go to the restroom for a few minutes, and all hell breaks loose.” 
 
    Julia slid her guns into her magic holster and the rig vanished from sight.  “Hey, Red, this is the Red Centipede Rider…” 
 
    I stared.  That really is her name? 
 
    Julia said, “She just lost her reality and needs a place to stay.  Can she come back to the Dragon World with us?” 
 
    Red looked doubtful.  “I don’t know.  I’ll have to ask your Mom.  Does she have any useful skills?” 
 
    Red Centipede Rider slapped her sheathed sword.  “I kill things.  I’m a goddess.” 
 
    “A lot of that going around.”  Selene took me by the arm and led me toward the hall.  She swayed into me as she walked, rubbing her hip against me.  “If I remember right, you owe me a night of soul-searing debauchery and wild excess.” 
 
    “Isn’t that redundant?” 
 
    “We might as well get an early start.” 
 
    “And it’s not close to being night.” 
 
    We passed the centipede.  It didn’t give us a second look. 
 
    “It’s always night somewhere,” Selene said. 
 
    True. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    “The inner demon you feed the  
 
    most will beat out all the others.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    They tell me I was MIA for three days.  Selene had created a stasis field that kept me from realizing so much time was passing, and a barrier that isolated my suite until she was finally sated.  I’d tried new, inventive sexual positions that would have broken the backs of lesser men.  Selene had set fire to the sheets at least twice in the heat of passion, greedy little goddess.  I didn’t blame her—much—after all, like so many others she was hooked on me.   
 
    My cock said: Perfectly understandable.   
 
    Out of my cocoon, I discovered most of my clan had returned home.  The Old Man was on his honeymoon, and had refused to tell anyone where, or when he’d be back. 
 
    Selene had gathered up Colt and taken him back to his proper place in time.  I wondered how long he’d stay put. 
 
    Probably not long at all. 
 
    A hotel employee showed up with a letter from Izumi, whom I figured was royally pissed at me for neglecting her in favor of Selene.  I took the letter and opened it: 
 
      
 
     To my dear, wonderful husband, 
 
      
 
    Pregnancy tests have proven positive.  I am carrying our child.  With this joyous news, I am returning to my mother’s court in Fairy so all may rejoice.  I know that when you hear this news, you will rush to my side.   
 
      
 
    Let Selene talk you out of it, and I will kill you slowly. 
 
      
 
    Your loving wife. 
 
    Izumi 
 
      
 
    Inevitable, I suppose.  I wonder if Colt will bring his half-brother back in time with him, next time he comes. 
 
    I packed and left my suite, making my way down to the lobby desk to formally checkout.  I was told the penthouse and been renovated and would be available for future stays by me or the Old Man.  The clerk handed me a note as well.  Angie wanted to see me before I left town.  The note said to call.  I leaned against the front desk whipped out my phone.  The connection went through.  “Caine, we need to talk business.  Can you meet me now?” 
 
    “I’m checking out of the hotel, driving back to L.A.” 
 
    “Meet me for coffee at the shop across the street from the hotel.  I’m there now.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “Hey, how are you driving?  Didn’t your Mustang get trashed by that silver dragon?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I still have the one I bought for Colt.  He left it here when he went home.  See you in a few.”  I cut the call and put my phone away.  Bags in hand, I went back through the lobby, toward the front doors.  By the time I got outside, a hotel employee wheeled it up to me.  He got out and loaded my bags in the trunk. 
 
    I looked over his shoulder, making sure no one had put any dead hookers in my trunk.  It had happened recently.  Reassured by their absence, I stuffed some cash in his hand and took back my keys.  I climbed behind the wheel.  Moments later, the new Mustang went rumbling toward the street.  I crossed the evening traffic and parked.  The coffee shop had outdoor tables and chairs.  Angie sat out front, she and Winter sipping cappuccinos.  A third cup waited for me.   
 
    My lawyer’s kissing ass; she wants something. 
 
    I dropped into a seat and stretched out my legs, taking the waxed cup in both hands, savoring the hot steam that rose as I removed the top. 
 
    “What is it that couldn’t wait,” I asked. 
 
    Angie glanced at Winter, making sure he had her back, then looked back at me.  “Caine, I want to stay here.  You have Las Vegas investments like the hotel, and you plan on expanding here as a Hub Lord.  I’ll be needed to handle the negotiations as your liaison to the Magic-users Guild and other parties.  I’ve already started talks.  They know you kicked out the Villagers, and that you can keep the dragons out too if necessary.  And they also know you can prevent the local vampires from moving in on Guild interests; you already do that for the hub in L.A.” 
 
    “I suppose you intend to live free in my hotel while staying here.” 
 
    She smiled.  “Sure.  Thanks for the offer.”   
 
    Winter stayed quiet, knowing this was Angie’s fight. 
 
    I said, “What about your law practice in California?” 
 
    “California’s progressive leadership is about to turn it into a worst socialist mess than Venezuela.  The tax burden is killing the lawful citizen so the criminal invaders in the state can be catered to.  All the smart businesses are fleeing the state before their wealth gets confiscated.  The writing’s on the wall.” 
 
    “And your wolf pack?” 
 
    “I’ll be bringing them here.  L.A. never was that good a fit.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “That’s between you and the Fenris.  He has say over all North American werewolves.  As for the rest, it’s fine with me.  I’m not sleeping with you any more anyway.”   I shot a glance at Winter.  “What about you?  I was under the impression you wanted a job from me.  You need one now that you’re an ex-cop.” 
 
    “I figure you’re going to need someone to run security at your new hotel.  Also, in case of local trouble, you’ll have someone plugged into the scene that knows all the players and has police contacts.” 
 
    I could tell he’d thought about this.  I nodded.  “All right.  You guys have my blessing.” 
 
    Angie visibly relaxed. 
 
    We worked on our drinks, and watched the traffic in the street and the deepening sky as night set in. 
 
    My phone played The Lion Sleeps Tonight ringtone by the Tokens.  Cleo’s favorite song.  I answered.  “Caine here.” 
 
    Cleo sounded a little strained.  “Mr. Deathwalker…I’ve been trying to get a hold of you for days!”   
 
    Mr. Deathwalker?  “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Mom and I have trouble out here on the property.  Can you get here, fast?” 
 
    With wolf hearing, both Angie and Winters heard her over the phone.  Both set their drinks down and leaned forward, staring intently at the phone I held. 
 
    “What kind of trouble?” I asked. 
 
    The connection dropped. 
 
    “She didn’t call you by your first name,” Angie observed. 
 
    “I noticed.  She wanted me to know there was something wrong about the call itself, someone forcing her to make that call.” 
 
    Winters said, “Someone wants you back across the state line, in the middle of nowhere.  This reads like an invitation to a hit.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Angie asked. 
 
    I smiled.  “Walk into the trap, of course.  It’s Cleo.  She’s counting on me.  It’s probably Jamison giving her trouble again.  I think we can handle a few were-cat renegades on our own.” 
 
    “We?” Winter’s said.  “I’m going with you.” 
 
    I smiled.  “You are my security guy here in Vegas, right.  That makes this your business.  If I wasn’t in town, you’d be going out there all by yourself to handle things.  What’s wrong?  Scared of a few stray cats?” 
 
    He smiled back, a very predatory look.  “Not really, I just hope they put up enough of a fight to entertain me.” 
 
    “Us,” Angie said.  “I’m going, too.” 
 
    “Fine.”  I stood and pushed away from the table, tossing my trash in a nearby can.  “We’ll take the Mustang.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The little valley sat in a cup of mountains.  The desert looked much the same as it had in the 1800’s.  I hung in the dark sky, human in form, but with dragon wings out to catch the night winds.  I wore my black combat suit, and harnesses for my guns and knives.  Approaching the undeveloped property, I’d let Winter take over the Mustang.  He and Angie were going in normally.  I was the trump card.  My job was to get to Cleo and her mom and safeguard them so Angie and Winter didn’t have to hold back. 
 
    Locals out here lived off of dirt roads, in manufactured homes hauled onto their properties.  Neighbors were far apart, and many had to have water delivered by truck, those that couldn’t afford to dig wells.  Where Cleo’s family wanted to build, they didn’t even have electricity.  There was a power pole, just no powerline.  It wasn’t a spot I would have chosen to settle.  It was almost like Cleo’s mom had come prospecting, maybe with an inkling that the Eyes of Bastet had been lost around here. 
 
    Then again, I make paranoia a way of life. 
 
    A white plastic shelter was new.  It had been staked to the ground to defy the stiff winds, held up by poles and ropes, and it glowed like a lighthouse with lanterns inside.  There were shadows on an inner wall, two slumped figures tied to chairs: Cleo and her mom, set out like bait. 
 
    Nearby, was a small car and an RV.  Jamison would be in the RV with whatever help he’d scraped together.  The ballless wonder.  And there were probably a few cats lurking near the tent, waiting to pounce on rescuers.   
 
    I willed an adjustment to the DNA of my eyes and they went dragon on me, processing the low light with greater ease.  I circled high above, looking for motion, for body heat.  And I spotted two fuzzies ducked down in a wash near the tent. 
 
    Bingo. 
 
    Headlights speared along the dirt road that serviced the lot.  Someone whistled sharply.  Two figures jumped out of the RV.  Moving with shifter grace and speed, they sprang to the RV’s roof and crouched low, another part of the ambush. 
 
    The Mustang pulled onto the property, wheels churning gravel along the road, headlights aimed at the RV.  Winter got out and stood beside the driver’s door.  Angie got out opposite him, matching his posture, arms dangling loose at her sides.  Playing me, Winter took out my phone and speed-dialed Cleo.   
 
    I dipped lower over the lit-up tent, hovering silent as Death himself.  I expected Cleo’s phone to chime within the tent.  The sound came from inside the RV instead.  That’s when I noticed that the shadows on the inside of the tent wall hadn’t moved all this time.  I dipped even lower—and smelled the spoiled tang of rotting blood.  Something was very dead.  A dragon’s searing rage burned through my mind.  I dropped from the sky, straight into the tent, shredding its plastic out of my way.  I smashed poles and struts aside, and by the lantern light, I studied two skinned bodies tied to chairs.  Raw and bloody, mostly exposed muscle, one was male, the other female.  The desert bugs were enjoying the meal.  And there were maggots. 
 
    Apparently, Jamison’s developed an interest in ski-walking. 
 
    My only consolation was that the bodies were days old.  Cleo might actually still be alive inside the RV.  The chiming in the RV stopped as someone answered Cleo’s phone. 
 
    The two were-cat from the wash were still mostly human, but claws and fangs were out.  Cat ears had migrated to the tops of their heads.  Scrawny and hissing like alley cats, their tails whipped in their wakes as they sprang at the ruined tent.  They should have come in sooner, but my Demon Wings magic confused them, letting them see damage, but not the cause.  Still, just blundering around, they might find me. 
 
    I lunged to the side with a beat of my wings for extra speed.  From the side, I lashed out with dragon strength.  My fist crunched into a skull.  The were-cat fell into the other one.  They went down in a tangle.  I drew and fired one of my Px4 Storm semi-automatics.  My protective spell muted the gunfire sounds.  Neither attacker survived. 
 
    I fired up the Demon Wings tattoo on my back with golden magic.  The spell concealed me as I beat my wings, hopping into the air. 
 
    Winter finished his call.  He and Angie went forward at a gentle stroll.  The two were-cats on the RV roof jumped down to support Jamison.  He dragged a naked Cleo out of the RV and stood with a gun to her head. Hands were tied behind her back, she wore a gag, and had bruises on her face and thighs.  In revenge for the loss of his balls, it looked like Jamison had allowed his pals to gang-bang her.  She’d been crying. 
 
    I was just glad she was still alive to be rescued. 
 
    “No one move,” Jamison yelled, “or she dies.” 
 
    Winters and Angie stopped between the headlights so they were lost in the glare.   
 
    Jamison squinted, looking under his forearm for some shading.  “You’re not Deathwalker!  Where’s Deathwalker.” 
 
    Right above you! 
 
    I fell onto Cleo’s back and all but crushed her to the ground.  My wings covered us both. 
 
    Losing his grip on her, Jamison cursed.  “What the fuck!  Where’d she go?” 
 
    We were there, vulnerable at his feet, but his perceptions were turned by magic. 
 
    I heard twin snarls and knew Winter and Angie were making use of my distraction. 
 
    Jamison fired, and missed.  One of my headlights went out, telling me what he did hit. 
 
    I used a knife to cut away Cleo’s gag. 
 
    “Caine?” 
 
    “It’s alright, honey.  I’m here.” 
 
    “That’s not Jamison.  Another skin-walker.   In the tent, that’s Jamison and my Mom.  Skin-walker’s been playing both roles.” 
 
    Cleo had kept her head.  Instead of giving in to the relief of hysteria, she’d made sure I had all the facts I needed.  Cleo wasn’t one of the strongest of my warrior minions, but she had a good head on her shoulders. 
 
    I cut her hands free. 
 
    She wormed under me, turning to face me, and pulled one of my Px4 Storms from its shoulder holster.  Pushing me clear, she knelt, gun in hand.  The smile on her face looked like one stolen from me.  Her voice sashed, razor edged.  “This kill’s mine.” 
 
    Breaking physical contact with me removed the shelter of my magic, making her visible and audible.   
 
    The skin-walker swung his gun toward her.   
 
    But she had hers already lined up.  It bucked in her hand and spat flame, once...twice...three times.  Jamison grunted as the slugs ripped into his body.  He staggered back.  The gun dropped from nerveless fingers.  He crumpled.   
 
    The Jamison skin peeled off like it wanted to escape the horror inside.  The naked witch underneath was beyond old.  Her sparse white hair revealed mottled scalp. There were weeping sores and cancerous growths.  She had wrinkles on top of wrinkles, a hundred-and-twenty if a day, and stank as if allergic to water.  Her teats were loose flaps of skin on a sunken chest.  You could count every rib.  One eye was human, pale with cataracts.  The other eye was feline, a pale blue ring around a massive black pupil. 
 
    Her hand were arthritic claws, and undefined by skin-walking magic, her spine was humped and crooked.  Worst of all was the shaggy patches of coyote and cat fur on her legs and areas of bark-like scales. A stubby six-inch gator’s tail dropped from her scrawny ass.  She had also spent too many years as assorted beasts, even crossing genders.  She had male and female genitals.  If someone had told her to go fuck herself, it would have been possible.   
 
    This was the ultimate danger of skin-walking, abandoning your humanity so long, you never quite get it all back.  Her inner demon had become an outer demon. 
 
    Cleo took one look and spun away, grabbing her stomach, dry-heaving.  I didn’t blame her.  I could only hope this was the end of so extreme a witch clan.  They’d dared more than most, elevating evil to an artform. 
 
    We’ve got to make sure this is the last of the clan even if we have to kill off their kids. 
 
    The old woman’s hands relaxed, no longer trying to hold in the blood leaking from her guts.  With a last rattling breath, she chanted something that might have been a Navaho death curse. 
 
    I didn’t wait for her to finish, but used my second Px4 Storm to punch holes in her eyes.  The back of her head blew out, splattering bone chips, brain, and blood into the dirt. 
 
    “Go wander the spirit trails blind, bitch, never finding the happy hunting ground.”  I dropped my concealment spell and took my other gun back from Cleo.  “You’re lucky that death curse didn’t land.  I’ve taken a few in my time.  They aren’t fun.” 
 
    Clio threw herself against me.  I caught and held her, watching as Winter and Angie finished breaking the last two were-cat renegades into screaming, bloody pieces.  Having seen what was done to Cleo, Angie took particular delight in ripping off her victim’s male genitalia, feeding it to him as he died.  Winter ended his cat by nearly twisting off his head. 
 
    By then, I’d soughed off the dragon wings.  They’d have interfered with my driving. 
 
    “Anybody left inside the RV?” I asked Cleo. 
 
    She shook her head no while pressing against me. 
 
    “Angie, look inside for anything that can be traced back to Cleo.  Don’t leave evidence behind.  When you’re done, pack all the dead bodies in the RV.  I want it off the road and set on fire.  Take that other car, get back to Las Vegas, then see that the vehicle goes to a local chop shop.” 
 
    Cleo pulled her face out of my chest.  She looked over at the wrecked tent and the exposed body of her mother.  “What about Mom?” 
 
    “Say goodbye to her now.  We’ll report her missing and ask the local police to come out here and investigate.  They’ll figure out something happened, but probably not what.  When the dust settles, we’ll come back from L.A. for a memorial service her friends can attend.” 
 
    “Mom didn’t have many friends,” Cleo said.  “She was pretty lonely, most of the time.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t say she didn’t suffer, but those troubles are over now.” 
 
    Cleo nodded.  Together, we walked to my Mustang.  I got her settled, went into the bags in the trunk, and found her some clothes to wear.  She dressed quickly.  I took my place behind the wheel and backed the vehicle off the property, onto the dirt road.  The Mustang went rolling into the night with a happy roar.  Cleo sniffed a little, but remained otherwise quiet until we reached Highway 68.   
 
    “Are you sorry you met me?” I asked. 
 
    She turned surprised eyes my way, blinking away fresh tears.  “Why?  You’ve never done anything to hurt me.  My life is better for knowing you.” 
 
    “Yeah, but bad things happen to those that hang around me.  I’ve thought, sometimes, that I’m like a walking curse.” 
 
    Her face hardened with anger.  “You, sir, are an idiot.  You can’t take the blame for all the evil in the world.  I won’t let you.” 
 
    I smirked at her.  “You are one tough bitch.” 
 
    “I am, and don’t you forget it.”  She looked down at her hand, the one that had stolen my gun to gut-shoot a witch.  “Oh, damn.” 
 
    “What,” I asked. 
 
    “I broke a nail.” 
 
    We drove on in peaceful silence, making a stop at the station where I’d first spoken to Gemma.  I wondered if it had really been Gemma then, or the skin-walker, infiltrating the pride.   
 
    No way to know.  It probably doesn’t matter.   
 
    I got out, went into the store, and found a couple black tee-shirts.  One had an Indian bonnet on a skull motif.   The second shirt had a Route 66 logo.  I picked up a couple energy drinks, and got in line.  The guy in front of me had a .45 colt holstered on his hip.  Open carry, no permit needed except the Constitution, just as it should be.   
 
    I’d love Arizona if it weren’t so damn hot. 
 
    I paid for my stuff and never drew a second look from the clerk for my weird outfit, and weapons.  Not even the flashbangs drew comment.  I left the store and returned to the Mustang.  Getting in, I tossed the tee-shirts to Cleo.  “Souvenirs.”  I sat there and swilled half a can of Rockstar Organic Energy Drink, my brand of choice.  No one paid me to promote it.  Damn it!  I just loved the stuff.   
 
    Fortified, I sent the Mustang off into the night.  Instead of heading toward Las Vegas, I went on to catch Route 66.  We headed west, toward California, the Promised Land.  Sure, the West Coast liberals would soon destroy the state, but fun stuff like riots and race wars would follow.  The socialists would be put down like the mad dogs they were, and from the ashes of conflict—the Republic of Deathwalker would rise like a bloody phoenix to rule the sky.   
 
    Chaos always gives birth to opportunity.  Bless the stupid little Democrats with their pot-smoke dreams of utopia.   
 
    “You look happy,” Cleo said.  “What are you thinking about?” 
 
    “Purging the land in fire, raising mountains of corpses, bathing in blood: the usual.” 
 
    “What’s in those energy drinks of yours?” 
 
    “Hopes and dreams, darling.  Hopes and dreams.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    “Just when you think you’ve seen the end 
 
    of evil, you find your face in a mirror.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    The barbarians in their fortress had survived the Night of Death, with only the loss of their little goddess, the Red Centipede Rider.  They hadn’t liked her anyway; too bold, too loud, too proud.  They counted themselves lucky.   
 
    The crawlers were less fortunate.  The insect bodies they handled were burnt, the stench incredible.  Most of the towers were fused glass, inaccessible.  Still, these survivors found ways to recover their dead, taking the remains below. The Underworld Queens would eat the brains of the dead and gather memories, wanting to understand all that had occurred,  
 
    Weeks later, on the floating island, in the City of the Wren, the Council of Thought gathered in the Grand Council Room.  They were an ancient race of man, grown tall and stick like with bulbous heads and black eyes.  Their hands were branch-like, forever painting the wind as they thought only the deepest thoughts.   
 
    Forty of them ruled their dwindling kind.  Though long-lived, they’d neglecting breeding with the abandonment of the lesser emotions.  Indeed, few alive remembered quite how it was done.  They sat around their loop of a white plastic table, supported by padded chairs.  Green nutrients were injected directly into their veins so they need not bother breaking from the depths of their cogitations. 
 
     Whazu lifted a gray finger for notice.  Silence circled the table, for he was a respected thinker.  In quavery tones, he spoke.  This experiment, I think you will all agree, has been contaminated by the intrusion of…”  He paused, searching for the perfect word.  “The intrusion of Otherness.  Energies were released, natural and otherwise, that cannot be explained by our current knowledge.”   
 
    Such was the struggle to believe, that murmuring erupted for minutes on end.   
 
    Finally, Whazu was given the floor once more.  “While much we had hoped for has been spoiled with the experiment below, vistas of greater knowledge have opened as well.” 
 
    He touched a control board in front of him.  Panels lit up in various bland shades of taupe.  He entered a pattern that triggered a white glow in the center space they all viewed.  “These are images gathered from below, where so many of the crawlers perished.  It is the same bio-derived substance the crawlers use for constructing the towers, but it is not another tower they are laboring to produce.” 
 
    The murmuring returned, for it became obvious that the new shape would stand high above all else.   
 
    A younger member of the council spoke without securing recognition from all.  “But what is it?” 
 
    The other members of the Council of Thought stood and turned their backs on him in punishment.  He walked from the chamber, head bowed in embarrassment.  Once the door closed on him, the others turned back to one another.  Unndhl lifted a finger and waited to see if Whazu would yield the floor. 
 
    Whazu nodded and sank slowly back into his chair. 
 
    Unndhl gestured toward the image in the white light.  “It appears to be a human form, but one with animal traits.  Could this be an image the queens have taken from their dead, an image of one of the…Otherness?” 
 
    Whazu lifted a finger and rose to hunch over the table.  Once recognized, he spoke.  “I believe this is so.  Those we’ve created and bred below the earth have been corrupted with religion.  Whether demon or god, they now fear a winged man, a lord of fire.  I fear, there is no help for it, but to abandon our work here, and give this place back to the barbarians.” 
 
    Ghunta lifted a finger to test the wind and was allowed to express a thought. “We expected not to be in dimension #3354609921 for at least a few more millennia.  Shall we proceed early to the next project?” 
 
    Whazu took over again.  “Most of us can do so.  I, however, would like to propose an exploration of the alternate realities.  I would like to find this Otherness and extract elements from it to study.  It is certainly worth considering.” 
 
    He sat down, letting the debate gently rage around the table.  In the end, he thought they would agree.  He tapped the table in front of him, giving great thought to how he would proceed in his hunt for this alien warlord.   
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      EXCERPT: 
 
      
 
    Tired from all the climbing and plodding through heavy snow, I walked into the royal palace, reaching the Winter Court Throne Room with an escort of silver-clad fey fore and aft.   
 
    I wore winter gear from Earth.  Thermal underwear warmed me under my jeans.  My hiking boots were fur-lined as well as my hooded parka.  A black backpack dangled from my hand by straps.  Under my unbuttoned coat, I had my shoulder rig and my Px4 Storm semi-automatics in reach, even though this was a friendly visit.  No one ever died from habitual caution. 
 
    Neither the Queen nor Izumi were present.  A large thug-looking fey sat on the throne like it was his proper place to be.  He had a green agate crown on his head, a sneer on his lips, and a tan that wasn’t natural to the winter court. 
 
    “And what do we have here?” he asked. 
 
    “Caine Deathwalker, Lord of the Dragon’s Eye, heir to the Dragon Throne, and Demon Lord from Earth.  Where’s my wife, the Princess Izumi?” 
 
    The man on the throne slowly shaped his face into an expression of profound loss.  “I fear she has wandered to a lost place in the heart of Underhill where none may recover her, a place of ancient terrors and ever-breaking magic.  I doubt you will see her again.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “Because you are about to die.”  He nodded and flicked some fingers.   
 
    And the escort around me drew their swords.  I whipped out my handguns and held them out to my sides.  Spinning, I fired until the clips were empty and all my spent casings bounced on the polished floor.  Gun smoke harshened the cold air I breathed.   
 
    The fey warriors wore magic-reinforced silver chainmail, but the ammo I’d used was magic as well.  It had exploded into them and left bloody craters.  They lay fallen, a few groaning with lingering life.   
 
    I holstered the empty handguns and mentally called a machine pistol to me through the ether from my Malibu armory on Earth.  It materialized in my hands, a comforting weight. 
 
    The man on the throne was standing now, mouth open, staring.  I expected him to call for additional guards.  Instead, he scurried toward a side door, hauling ass. 
 
    Only slightly stupid.  He can’t really believe I’m going to let him get away? 
 
    I ran at him, yelling.  “Get back here, ass-wipe, and grovel like a man.” 
 
    He went through the door and slammed it shut behind him.  Approaching, I fired heavily.   Reaching the door, I swung a foot and kicked with full dragon-strength.  The wood splintered inward.  Boards flew free, but part of the door stayed with the hinges.  I flung myself through the ragged gap, poking ahead with the muzzle of the pistol.  Its green laser sent a thin beam probing for a target. 
 
    The gloom-choked room was full of fey guards.  They lay scattered on the floor, senseless.  I checked one of them.  Asleep.  Probably a spell. These were probably loyal to their missing queen.  I wondered if she too were lost in a place of ancient terrors and ever-breaking magic. 
 
    A door opened off to the side.  Light flooded in.  I saw the crowned man silhouetted a moment, then he was gone.  I leaped after him, wondering how such a heavy-foot, softy could hold such a pace.  There was only one explanation: Fear.  He must have a good idea of what I intended to do to him. 
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