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    ONE 
 
      
 
    “The best thing to do when attacked,  
 
    is to kill everyone, at least once.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Freezing my ass off outside the main granite gate of the Winter Court, I paused to finish a fifth of Jim Beam bourbon, tossing the bottle into the snow.  The winter storm had grounded me.  I’d had to land and take on human form, or risk flying into a mountain or something.  Fortunately, I’d been able to summon clothes and gear from my Malibu mansion.   
 
    As far as I could tell, the adverse weather had shut down the whole fey kingdom.  Kingdoms are a mirror of their liege’s hearts.  I wondered if Izumi’s mom was in the best of moods. Well, at least I’d arrived without being bitten or mauled by wolves or trolls.  Always a plus in Fairy. 
 
    The wind moaned as I looked the place over for someone on watch who could let me in.  Did I really want to be here?  To parade myself before the local fey as the man who knocked up their princess with the awesome prowess of my invincible cock?   
 
    Hell, yeah, he said. 
 
    What I really dreaded was that Izumi would expect me to wait on her hand and foot, to fetch her pickles and ice cream, and to rub her feet.  It didn’t matter that she’d just found out about the baby, and so was only barely pregnant.  She was the type to milk this for all it was worth, punishing me for letting Selene get pregnant first. 
 
    I remembered the letter she’d left me at the Vegas hotel, after we sent the Old Man off on his honeymoon with my new step mom: 
 
      
 
    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 
 
      
 
    I sighed.   
 
    Well, never let it be said Caine Deathwalker can’t appreciate his own private hell.   
 
    I concentrated, pooling shadow magic smudges on my chest under my winter clothes.  I visualized the pattern I needed for my Dragon Voice spell.  A normal yell was going to get swallowed by the storm.  I needed more.  I washed the unseen pattern with raw golden magic from my dragon side.  The spell activated.  I yelled.  My voice boomed like thunder—like the fist of a god striking the mountain. 
 
    “Hey, you fucks!  Open the damn door!” 
 
    I stalked up to the fifty-foot doors.  The outer wall reared high above me and stretched to either side, wreathed in frigid mist.  Rearing even higher, were blocky towers with shuttered windows.  I knew further details of the fortress; not my first time here.  This might be the first time I was truly welcome, however.  Just inside, a gear-and-pulley system provided the power to open doors that parted, slabs moving with ponderous slowness. 
 
    Tired from all the climbing and plodding through heavy snow, I walked out of the wind and found myself facing an escort of fey warriors.  Swords and spears bristled.  They looked like they wanted to put more than a few holes in me.  
 
    “What?  Did I wake you guys up or something?  You may want to tell Queen Kellyn that her son-in-law is here.” 
 
    The weapons lowered.  A warriors said, “Come this way.” 
 
    I went with them past the inner mechanisms, across a courtyard, and over to the royal palace, reaching the Throne Room with an escort of silver-clad fey fore and aft.   
 
    I knew I looked unworldly in 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, blubbery, thug-looking fey sat on the throne like it was his proper place to be.  He had a green agate crown on his head, carved from a single stone, and had a sneer on his lips.  His tan wasn’t natural to the Winter Court.  Summer Court, possibly. 
 
    “And what do we have here?” he asked. 
 
    “Caine Deathwalker, Lord of the Dragon’s Eye, heir to the Dragon World Throne, Demon Lord and Hub Lord of Earth.  Where’s my wife, the Princess Izumi?” 
 
    Slow getting in character, the clown on the throne shaped his face into an expression of profound loss.  “I fear she has wandered to a lost place at the Heart of Underhill where none may be recovered, a place of ancient terrors and ever-breaking magic.  I doubt you will see her again.” 
 
    “No?”  I tasted the copper of lightning rage on my tongue. 
 
    “No.  You see, you are about to die.”  He nodded and flicked some fingers.   
 
    The escort around me drew swords.   
 
    I whipped out my handguns and held them extended from 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 as the last shots echoed into silence.   
 
    The fey warriors wore magic-reinforced silver chainmail, but the ammo I used was magic as well.  My rounds had exploded into them, leaving bloody craters.  They sprawled, mostly dead.  A few groaned 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. 
 
    You can’t really believe I’m going to let you get away? 
 
    I ran, yelling.  “Get back here, ass-wipe, and grovel like a man.” 
 
    He went through the door and slammed it behind him.  Approaching, I fired heavily.   Reaching the door, I swung a foot and kicked with full strength.  The wood splintered inward.  Boards flew free.  Part of the door stayed with the hinges.  I flung myself through the ragged gap, poking ahead with the smoking muzzle of the pistol.  Mounted on the trigger-guard, its laser sight sent a thin green beam probing for a target. 
 
    The gloomy room was full of fey guards lying scattered on the floor, senseless.  They weren’t shot up.  This wasn’t my work.  I checked one of them.   
 
    Asleep.  Probably a spell.  
 
    These were probably those loyal to the 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 Pretender silhouetted a moment, then he was gone.  I leaped after him, wondering how such a heavy-footed softy could sustain such a pace.  There was only one explanation: fear.   
 
    He must have a good idea of what I’ll do to him. 
 
    I ran out the door he’d used and caught a glimpse of his back as he turned a corner.  I’d been here before, but the layout of the hallways was ever evolving. Fairy lived with Dissociative Identity Disorder, each of the lands a distinctive extension of its ruler.  And the sections often moved around, sometimes, entirely on their own whim. 
 
    The hall carpet was ice-blue, the walls white pine.  I ran past display stands with vases, rare books, and assorted pieces of sculpture, many jeweled.  If I wasn’t so pressed with the present situation, I might have stolen a couple things.  Demon lord habits are hard to break.  As it was, I kept running, turning corners.   
 
    The lumbering idjit slid inside an oak door and slammed it shut behind him.   
 
    As I reached the door, it faded out, becoming a piece of wall.  I lunged into the wall.  It broke before me, falling in crumbling ruin.  I held my breath, catching the reek of old death.  The chamber was dark and packed with dead fey.  Bodies were dumped on couches, love seats, dropped onto chairs, and stacked like cords of wood.  These guardsmen and nobles had probably been executed by the fat fuck I was chasing.  The transition of power here had not gone well. 
 
    Which raised the issue of where Kellyn was?  The Pretender could have killed her, or she could be locked up someplace.   After usurping her control over the tie to the land, he might have wanted to force her into marriage to legitimize his position.  Without that, the other lords and ladies of Fairy would not accept him since it would set a precedent for someone to steal their positions, too.  The passing on of a kingdom usually only happened at the death of a ruler. 
 
    I didn’t see the Pretender anywhere.  Gone already or hiding.  My bet was on hiding; fey glamour being the first defense of those Underhill.   
 
    I held still, listening intently for footfalls, or a pounding heartbeat from behind a pile of corpses.   My eyes went fully dragon, mutating away from their human, unreflective structure, growing additional rods for processing low-level light.  I grew in a “bright tapestry”: the tapetum lucidum, a biologic reflector common to many predators. It provided me with light-sensitive retinal cells and a second opportunity for photoreceptor stimulation.   
 
    The green laser beam from my machine pistol flared brighter, putting a dot on the far wall, lighting up the room like a spotlight.   
 
    I went forward, stepping on a few bodies, and swung the machine pistols’ muzzle right, then left again, wondering if I could spook my target with something he’d believe was magic. 
 
    As the green beam hit the left wall, I heard the tiniest of gasps.  There was an armoire there, dark wood with gaudy gilt trim.  I fired a burst into it. The whole thing lost shape, twisting and compressing into the Pretender.   
 
    He’d been using fey glamour to hide himself as something else, and he still had the devil’s own luck; it didn’t look like he’d even taken a scratch.  His back was to the wall, his eyes wide, his legs trembling.  I moved the pistol so the green beam highlighted his crotch.   
 
    No easy death for this guy. 
 
    He looked down to see where I was aiming, and lifted both hands to ward off my intentions.  “No, please, don’t.  I’m the only one who can open the way for you to reach the Heart of the Land.  Kill me, and the princess will be lost to you forever!” 
 
    A section of floor buckled up to block my shot.  I fired anyway, hoping my ammo could cut through to him.  The flooring fragmented under my exploding ammo, revealing—nothing. 
 
    I leaped across the bodies between us and landed in the rubble I’d made.  In the floor where the Pretender had stood, lay a square hole, a kind of chute to the lower floor.  I paused long enough to pour extra golden dragon magic into the shadow smudges on my stomach that formed the pattern for my protective shield.  Following blindly without protection would have been stupid.  I hadn’t survived this long on shear good looks. 
 
    A red glow sheathed me. 
 
    I dropped down the chute.  It wound around like a coiled serpent and spat me out into a dark pit.  My red glow belled to form a ball around me.  I fell onto a bed of cylindrical spikes in something reminiscent of a tiger-pit trap.  My magical shell slumped into the spikes as they broke and slanted.  Like an overgrown hamster in a hamster ball, I took a jarring fall, then wheeled around, looking for the Pretender.   
 
    He hadn’t waited to see if this trap would finish me.  I had no idea which of the walls he’d moved for his escape.  His home court advantage was bustin’ my balls.  I needed a change in strategy.  Instead of going after the Pretender, I needed to go after his source of power, to cut off his connection to the local tie.  I had a suspicion the tie would be under the keep.  That’s where most fey lords kept them for convenience and security.   
 
    The tie would be a magic crystal, a splinter from what had once been the Heart of Fairy, before the Great Wars of ages past had broken it, resulting in an age of lesser kingdoms.  I had a tie in my own fey kingdom.  Regents of the land needed to occasionally commune with their ties to keep the land happy with them.  
 
    Envisioning the pattern for my bi-location spell, I drew lines of shadow on my middle back.  When I had it perfectly locked in my mind, I washed the pattern with raw dragon magic.  Combining two mutually antagonistic forms of magic should not have worked so well—but did for me.   
 
    Back when my spells were based on dragon blood tattoos, I’d paid a severe cost in phantom neural pain for my magic’s activation.  With shadow magic triggered by my lifeforce, I avoided such unpleasantries.    
 
    As my physical form occupied the protective red shell, a ghostly body with a cloned mind separated.  This gave me a split-awareness.  I saw the dark room with the spikes under my shell, and myself from a vantage point of several feet away.  My spectral self dropped through the spikes.  I continued through the floor, into a sub level, and descended into the mountain itself. 
 
    Attuned to the energy of my own tie, it wasn’t hard to feel currents of energy moving from another one.  Like a neon blue wind, the local tie currents sailed me through solid rock.  I caught cross-currents, always looking for heavier veins.   
 
    I soon looped into a dense nest of light.  Swimming to the core by sheer force of will, I found the Winter Court’s tie: a tetragonal length with four-sided points top and bottom.  The blue-white crystal was clenched by snow chains of green agate.  This was how the Pretender had stolen control of the kingdom since he hadn’t bonded properly with the tie.  Now, I knew the queen lived.   
 
    I channeled raw, golden dragon magic into my hands and grabbed the chain.  The links exploded in my fingers, sending agate shrapnel through me.  My hands deformed into ectoplasmic blobs.  It hurt like son of a bitch, probably because I thought it ought to.  Annoyingly, the mind creates its own realities. 
 
    I willed my hands to reform as I rose back toward the castle, following a throbbing current of light seen by my mind, not my eyes.  I suspected I’d soon be led to a very pissed off Queen.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWO 
 
      
 
    “’Legends’ are those who secretly bury 
 
    their mistakes in the dead of night.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Half of my split-awareness drifted through the stone floors and walls of the keep, not back to my physical form which I felt elsewhere.  I could have shifted mental focus and pulled in more sensation from my body, but its eyes were closed, its awareness minimized to provide less mental static.   
 
    The tie energy brought me to a luxurious suite with tapestries on the walls, fur rugs, a raging fireplace, and a massive four-poster bed, no canopy overhead.  Large candles on stands added to the light, adding flickers of movement to the shadows.   
 
    I stared to make sure the shadows were empty and not hiding guards, or some magical threat.  Finding it safe, I gave my attention to the busty naked woman tied to the bed, a gag in her mouth.  It was Queen Kellyn, body of a high school cheerleader, her hair lavender-blue, her eyes cobalt.  Her inner thighs were bruised.  Much of her upper body lay under a glaze of frozen white, as if someone had poured water over her so her icy core temperature could form an icy coating.   
 
    If I’d had my real body, with my camera-phone, I’d have taken a few shots for posterity.  Unfortunately, that opportunity was lost to me.   
 
    Sensing my mental presence, she glared, making urgent sounds in her throat, her face heating with embarrassment.  
 
    Why?  Of all fey I knew, Kellyn was the least body conscious.  Mere nudity shouldn’t cause awkwardness.  Nor being tied down.  An experienced lover like the queen easily mastered such games. 
 
    Then it hit me.  It wasn’t ice on her body, but frozen cum.  Someone had used her against her will—repeatedly—and had left her well-marked as their property, the way a wolf pisses on a tree or a newborn cub, or the way a porn star splatters his partner’s silicon-enhanced tits. To do this to an unwilling queen of the fey showcased bottomless confidence, and colossal stupidity.   
 
    There’s no way she’ll let this go unpunished. 
 
    Kellyn didn’t need me to free her.  I’d unchained her magic.  It flowed to her, caressing her abused body, bringing her power.  The headboard cracked with a sound like a rifle shot.  The ropes on her iced over and shattered.  Neon winds lifted her into the air, righting her.  The frozen cum-slush on her thawed and fell away.  Her fey glamour clothed her in an illusion of a jeweled gown, complete with beaded slippers and a silver crown. 
 
    Fresh guards rushed in to converge on her.  They knelt, eyes down, faces inflamed by their failure to protect her.  These were hardened warriors, mauled by past wars, with death in their eyes.  Their weapon harnesses were worn and oiled, not the type put on to impress visiting dignitaries.  And they feared for their lives. 
 
    This was her land.  The keep obeyed her will.  She’d soon know exactly where the Pretender had scurried off to.  I just had to follow her, and I wanted my physical body for that.  I shifted my awareness to my physical form, in my shell of red energy, and allowed my wandering spirit to be reeled in.   
 
    My divided mind fused back together. Two became one.  And I was still trapped on top of a bed of spikes.  And I noticed I still had my machine pistol in hand.  I slung it over a shoulder by its strap, letting it dangle. 
 
    Concentrating, I reformed the shadow smudges on my body from Bi-location to Dragon Fire, and poured golden dragon magic into the new design.  My skin warmed, spreading out from my torso.  My flesh glowed tawny gold, then deepened with swirls of orange.  The air inside my red shell grew hot. 
 
    Extending my hands through the red shell barrier, I allowed them to burst into flame.  Streamers of fire fountained away from me, filling the chamber, creating hell.  The flames tried to flow back up my wrists, but the barrier kept them out.  I liked my current clothes too much to want them burned off my body. 
 
    Dragon fire is more worrisome than napalm, burning hotter, clinging desperately to everything.  I knelt and swung my hands down to the floor of the red shell.  I pulled the rampaging flame there, concentrating on the spikes.  Yellow brass, they slagged faster than iron would have, which was good because the dragon fire consumed the oxygen outside the shell.  I pulled my extinguished hands back inside as the red sphere settled to the stone floor, resting in a puddle of molten metal. 
 
    A little bit of mental work, some quick redrawing of the barrier spell pattern I wore, and the sphere became a column around me, bridging floor to ceiling. The space around me narrowed as I willed the chimney to pierce the ceiling.   
 
    Like a mountain climber in a rock crevasse, I put my back to one side of the barrier, and my feet on the opposite side.  Knees constantly bent, my body tense, I walked up the chimney to the hole I’d made.  I killed the barrier spell as I reached for the pierced floor.  I hung by one hand.  Then both.  The heat of the lower chamber now reached me.  I ignored it as I pulled myself into a dark chamber.  The only light came from the heated room below, radiating through the hole I’d made.  My dragon eyes processed this so I soon found a door into the main keep.   
 
    I went into a hall not regularly used.  There were no torches or lamps spaced out to provide light.  I grabbed my dangling machine pistol, activating the laser sight.  It’s thin emerald beam stabbed out.   My dragon eyes double-processed the light.  The space shone bright green: one problem solved. 
 
    I listened for the sounds of running guards. With Kellyn in charge again, her loyal troops—those not dead—would be freed, scurrying about under her command.  Her tie to the land would soon tell her where the Pretender hid.  She’d be on him in no time; I just had to go where the chaos roared heaviest. 
 
    Before joining the hunt, I stripped my upper body, then replaced my shoulder holsters over bare skin.  My shirt and parka were tied around my waist by their arms.  I hung the machine pistol around my head and one arm, using its strap.  
 
    With a thought, I triggered a partial-change, growing out miniature dragon wings that could carry the weight of my human body.  Following a burst of agony, blood dripped down my back.  New bone growth from my shoulder blades formed the skeleton structure of wings with bat-like ribbing.  New muscle, arteries, and veins filled in, and lastly, skin like leather.   
 
    Experimentally, I fanned the wings, testing their motion.  They were wet with blood, but drying, strengthening, and unimpeded by the harness I wore which left the back open except for a single strap just below collar level, high across my shoulders.  My PX4 Storm semi-automatics rode in their holsters against my upper ribs.  I carried the machine pistol in hand, jogged along in its laser light.   
 
    In the end, howling icy winds drew me deeper, lower into the keep.  Along with the temperature drop, snowflakes flurried in the air.  I came out in a courtyard abutting an open space overlooking a lower floor.  It had been a store room.  Now it was a mess of broken crates, and scattered bags of grain, some of them slashed open by swords.  In the middle of the floor, surrounded by guards, the Pretender stood defiant in his green agate crown. 
 
    The guards wanted to fall on him and beat him bloody before handing him over to the queen, but he stood in a pool of light that hid his legs from the calves down, like he was holding court in a kiddie pool.  The pool was actually a portal; the raging a wind due to a difference in air pressures.   
 
    The Pretender’s breath frosted the air as he bid the wary guards farewell.  “It has been fun.  Tell the queen I appreciate her entertaining me so well.” 
 
    Kellyn emerged from the shadows.  “Tell me yourself, craven dog.  Better yet, face me in a fair battle, now that my powers are mine again!” 
 
    He took a step back from the edged tones of her venomous voice.  Looking down on them, I could feel the force of her killing intent.  As the Pretender retreated another step, he seemed to sink a little more, the aqua glow rising up his legs, past his knees.  I estimated he’d be gone by the time he reached the center of his pool, still several steps away.   
 
    I stood by two arched pillars that were connected by a waist-high wall.  With moments left to act, I hopped up on the wall and leaned out, dragon wings arched over me as I sighted with my weapon.  It sent a green beam slashing downward that was lost in the aqua glow to all those without dragon eyes, able to see the targeting dot on the Pretender’s upper thigh.   
 
    I squeezed the trigger, sending two rounds burrowing into his meaty flesh.  He gasped, and screamed, leg buckling under him.  He sprawled, head and shoulders still visible in the pool of light.  The guards pulled back, their first instinct to protect their queen. 
 
    She screeched at them.  “Get out of my way, fools!” 
 
    I fell into a glide, wings fanned, and let the machine pistol dangle by its strap.  I wanted my hands free.  He crawled toward the center of the pool, almost there…then I was on him, my knees in his back, my hand on his head, grinding his face into…the floor?  Nope.  No floor.  We fell through the aqua light, as if it hid a hole. 
 
    I didn’t know where the portal would open, and who’d be there down a conduit between realities.  I thought this might be the way Izumi had gone.  I hoped so.  I didn’t know who awaited the Pretender’s return, but expected the worst.   
 
    Step by step, body by body…that’s always the way to go. 
 
    I smiled.  There was one thing I could do by way of disarming this fool.  My fingers were buried in his hair, touching his crown.  I knew it for a magic relic of some kind, possibly the source of his power.  I took the opportunity to pluck it off his head. 
 
    And then we were spit out of the portal, at a right angle to the direction we’d been moving.  We rolled across a gray moss expanse.  I felt the rock underneath.  There was a last bounce that pitched us up a bank.  Flailing with my wings, I recovered, wobbling through the air to the opposite side of a little creek.  
 
    The pudgy usurper splashed into the water, sprawling in the lazy current.  “Ah!  For woe’s sake, that’s cold!”  The water looked about six inches deep.  The bullet hole in his leg stained it red.  Without seeming aware of me, he swished in the water, searching.  “Dropped the damn crown.  I’m going to need that.” 
 
    I took a second to look around.  We were alone in a cathedral-sized cavern.  The walls and ceiling were distant, the rock mottled with growths that gave off a yellow-gray light.  There were a few drifting balls of pastel light in the air, Will-o’-the-wisps.  They drifted in zones of pink, purple, blue, and green—all of them keeping their distance. 
 
    I pointed my machine pistol at him.  “Stand up slowly.  Get out of the water.” 
 
    He froze, then turned to look up the bank at me.  “You’re here?” 
 
    “Obviously.  Where’s Izumi.” 
 
    “I really can’t say.” 
 
    “Can’t or won’t?  Because, if you won’t, I’m going to have to get creative.”  I pointed the laser sight at his good leg.  “I think you need another bleeding hole in your body.  Maybe several.” 
 
    “Wait, wait!  Let’s not be hasty.”  He struggled up, scowling with pain, and managed to stand with most of his weight off the wounded leg.  His gaze slid to the agate crown in my left hand.  “Give me the crown so I can heal myself, and I will do all I can for you.” 
 
    “Izumi?” 
 
    “The portal dropped her here days ago, but obviously, she’s wandered off.  The Will-o’-the-wisps probably know where she went.  You should ask them.” 
 
    “You’re not giving me any reason to let you live.” 
 
    “I know how to use the crown.  My skills will be needed if we get too close to the Heart of Underhill.  There is little that survives that place for long.  If she’s gone there…I alone can save her.” 
 
    All this time, he’d been backing toward the wrong bank.  I think he had some healing power of his own.  He seemed to be putting more weight on the bloody leg.  I figured once he got out, he’d try to lose me by hiding in his magical glamour.   
 
    I let him scramble over the far bank.  He fell down, as if his leg had given out, and vanished in an illusion of gloom and empty air. 
 
    I thundered my wings, hopped the stream, and landed, turning toward the blood-scent my half-dragon olfactory senses pulled in.  I followed that smell, pointing my green laser beam at the source.  He hid his image, his sounds, his breathing, but he’d forgotten about smell, or he just wasn’t that strong a fey. 
 
    My gaze never left the nothingness he occupied.  As he moved, I stayed close by.  “You can’t lose me,” I said. 
 
    His hand emerged from the glamour, appearing to hover in the air all on its own.  He gripped a silver dagger.  He flung it at me. 
 
    I deflected it with the agate crown, and gave him a burst of automatic fire.  He fell dead to the cavern floor, getting off way too easy.  Izumi was more important than wasting time with torture, as fun as that would have been, so I pushed on with only logic to guide me.   
 
    The Pretender seemed to be on his own, but he could have entrusted Izumi to someone to keep her prisoner as a valuable hostage.  Anyone living down here would need water.  They’d probably stay near the stream.  And if Izumi was on her own, she’d have followed the stream as well, knowing it could guide her to the surface.   
 
    I left the body behind me for whatever wanted to come along and eat it.  Fairy had her monsters, her creatures born of magic; children of darkness and nightmare as well as wonder.  I could only hope Izumi’s ice magic still worked.  Her portaling power didn’t, or she’d have returned on her own long before now. 
 
    The Pretender had talked about a place where magic broke.  I had a gut feeling it wasn’t that far off.  Fortunately, my magic wasn’t fey.  I had the shadow power of my father’s Villager dimension, and the dragon magic of my mother’s people, making me a half-dragon warlock.  There was no reason to think that the broken heart of Fairy could break my power.  Of course, that still left a huge challenge due to the dwarfing power I’d be up against. 
 
    My best hope was that the chaotic Heart of Fairy would work against itself as much as me. 
 
     My green laser beam led the way as I walked with the gentle gurgle and splash of the stream.  I put the crown on my own head so I wouldn’t have to carry it in hand.  The moment it settled, a new sensation bloomed.  I had a tie in my own land that I could feel when there.  This far out-country, I shouldn’t have been able to feel it—but it called, there in the darkness, a ghost hovering just out of reach.  And other ties were there as well.  I felt the varied energies and knew I could go straight to them any time I wanted.  I had a link to all the ties through the crown.  I also sensed how they’d been broken from a whole, and could be fitted back into place.   
 
    I chuckled in a rather evil way as all the possibilities of this new power opened up to me. 
 
    The Will-o’-the-wisps kept their distance as I passed.  The stream took me through several jags, then downslope to another rock chamber where a ridge diverted it to the left and right.  There was no way to determine the way I ought to go.  If I guessed wrong, it could cost Izumi—and our unborn child—their lives. 
 
    The wisps might know, but unlike Elves, they could lie quiet freely, and were not known to be helpful.  I wanted them to forget me quickly, and not mention I was around to anyone. 
 
    “Better flip a coin.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THREE 
 
      
 
    “People really need to stay  
 
    down when they’re dead.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    In the back shadows of my mind, golden eyes opened.  I heard the whisper of rubbing scales as my inner dragon stirred awake.  His thoughts touched mine: The stream is moving downward from chamber to chamber.  Don’t you think she would have noticed this, and known she was moving further and further from the surface by going this way?  She probably moved upstream to begin with. 
 
    “I don’t want to believe that,” I said. 
 
    Why not? 
 
    “Because it tends to make me look stupid for not thinking of it earlier.” 
 
    I turned and followed the stream the way I’d come.  Back in the cavern of the fairy lights, I found them hovering over the spot where I’d left the Pretender.  He was on his feet, alive again, talking to the Will-o’-the-wisps.  “Keep looking.  It’s got to be here somewhere.  I need my crown.  The Crone will be angry if I’ve lost it.” 
 
    I thumbed-off the green laser sight so I wouldn’t draw attention, and pulled golden dragon magic along my skin to the Demon Wings tattoo across my upper back and shoulders.  The tatt activated and my You-Can’t-See-Me spell kicked in.  It was my version of fey glamour, and it eliminated detection by all senses. 
 
    My inner dragon commented: Odd.  Doesn’t he remember that we took his crown away? 
 
    I answered.  Death trauma, physical injury, can sometimes induce a bit of memory loss.  He might not even remember getting killed. 
 
    I skulked through the heavy gloom, strolling past him, following the stream toward higher ground. I thought eventually, the wisps would tell him about me, and then he’d be off, tracking the wrong way.  In a way, it was good he still lived; Kellyn would have been disappointed if she couldn’t be the one to end him—slowly, after weeks of torture. 
 
    I reached an arch to a new cavern system and went in.  The footing became rougher with small boulders and loose gravel.  The stream made the best road so I stepped into the cold water and pushed on.  There was enough of the fey lichen on the rocks to give me a wan yellow-gray glow to travel by.  I thought about using the laser sight again, but decided against alerting anything ahead to my presence.   
 
    I found a carcass lying on its side.  The thing was a blue-scaled pony, a pooka, known to lure humans into the water where they could be drowned and eaten.  Just a little bigger than a Shetland pony, it lay half on the bank, its hindquarters in the stream.  I kicked it over, looking for a wound.  Nothing.  I picked up the head.  The mouth was packed with ice.  It had suffocated. 
 
    The ice gave me hope that I was on Izumi’s trail.  That hope carried me several hours through the darkness until the stream became enclosed in a wall.  Higher, the wall didn’t quite reach the ceiling of the cavern.  There seemed to be caves up there, maybe a way back to the stream.  Off to the side, I found crumbled ice.  Enough of a shape remained to suggest a kind of ice ladder had been used.  It suffered from melting, the temperature underground not cold enough to preserve it.  I flapped my wings, leaping with dragon strength and streaked up the rock face, into the wide mouth of a cave.   
 
    And there was Izumi, curled on her side, eyes closed, her head pillowed on a small snowbank.  Her torso swelled and compressed as she breathed deeply in sleep.  She was in her fey form, no longer passing for a Japanese snow woman as she did on Earth. Her usually black hair was white, as were her eyelashes.  Her skin was porcelain, shadowed with pale blue.  A silk cloak covered her.  Her hand poked out, a small pool of light generated by the moonstone of her enchanted ring. 
 
    A fierce tension I’d carried for hours broke within me.  I relaxed seeing her alive and well.  I stepped closer and knelt, folding my wings against my back as I reached for her.   
 
    A deep green shadow rose up from behind her body.  It had solid, pale green eyes like creamy jade, and a female form. 
 
    I speed-drew a PX4 Storm semiautomatic and thrust the muzzle into the shadow’s untextured face, expecting an attack. 
 
    The shadow smiled as if to say: Isn’t that cute? 
 
      
 
    And I was gone, back at the ridge that divided the stream.  I had that last journey to make all over again.  Some magical force, that damned shadow thing, had decided Izumi and me weren’t going home so easily. 
 
    Fuck! 
 
    There was a tremor in the ground.  I tottered slightly, watching as a new ridge rose to butt against the first one.  The angle they formed cupped the stream, thickening it, sending it in only one direction now.   
 
    Someone wants me to go that way. 
 
    In my mind, my inner dragon faced me, his gold-star eyes hazing the darkness.  Are we going to?   
 
    “If not, we may be repeating this loop indefinitely.” 
 
    So, we make a virtue of having no choice, and call ourselves courageous. 
 
    “That’s pretty much it.” 
 
    “You there!  Hold up.  That’s my crown perched atop your head.” 
 
    It was the Pretender again.   And apparently, magic was breaking; somehow, he was seeing through my demon magic’s stealth mode.  I shut the spell down, conserving energy since it did me no good. 
 
    He yelled, “Wait.  You’re walking too fast, hobgoblins take you!” 
 
    “Finders keepers, loser…is a pathetic jerk, begging to die.” 
 
    “Have we met?  I seem to be at a disadvantage.” 
 
    I stopped and turned to confront him.  “Short term memory gone?  I suppose you don’t remember repeatedly raping my mother-in-law, and sending my wife down here into exile?” 
 
    His gaze went abstract as he stared into infinity.  A lascivious smile twisted his lips.  “That really happened?”  He shook his head vigorously.  “Never mind, there is business at hand, sir.  You have my crown.  I demand its return, at once!” 
 
    I drew a PX4 Storm semiautomatic from my shoulder holster, pointed it at his head, and fed him a slug between the eyes.  The back of his skull blew out, spraying bone chips, blood, and brains.  I holstered my gun and walked off, following the stream deeper Under-Hill. 
 
    My dragon said: He’ll just regenerate and come after us again. 
 
    “If he remembers, I’ll just keep killing him.  Enough head shots, and there’s a good chance he’ll regenerate as a braindead window-licker who can only poop his pants.” 
 
    Heading off again, I quickened my pace.  The sooner I settled things with whoever wanted to see me, the faster I could get Izumi home.   
 
    As I traveled, gravity seemed to lessen.  I was at the point of taking long hopping strides over broken ground, assisting myself with occasional wing flutters, when the stream went over a stone lip and became a thin waterfall. 
 
    I stepped out into space, extending wings, and glided downward in a tight spiral. The cavern I’d been in was dwarfed by this new space.  A hole in the cavern ceiling allowed a full moon to cast beams inside.  Hundreds of wisps danced on the winds, playing tag, forming mysterious constellations of their own.  Other waterfalls fed the space, coming down other walls.  Far below, a web-work of streams and splotches of ponds divided the cavern floor into islands, many of them lush with orchards and matting vines.   
 
    I pulled out of my spiral and headed out into the center of this fey paradise.  It was one of many scenes that Fairy could throw at you without notice, designed to stun the wanderer with beauty—so he could be pounced upon.  I kept my guard up, anticipating attack from every direction. 
 
    A stream of white moths fell through the slit in the ceiling, slashing across course.  They were accompanied by a diamond glitter as they shed scales in flight.  I formed lines of shadow on my chest, writing in symbols for my Dragon Flame spell.  On my lower back, I formed the pattern for my red barrier sphere.  I flushed both designs with raw, golden magic from my inner dragon.  My skin warmed.  The red shell formed around me, but seemed thinner, more pink than usual.  Fire wreathed both hands, a weak orange flutter that didn’t seem too dependable. 
 
    I didn’t think my alien magic should be this vulnerable to the power of Fairy.   
 
    My inner dragon said: The crown, idiot.  It’s a direct link to whoever is attacking you! 
 
    “That’s probably right, but I’m not throwing it away.  I’ve got plans for this thing.” 
 
    Plans worth dying over? 
 
    “Good point.”  I poured some of my lifeforce into the crown, taking it off my head, and tapped the spell that connected me to my armory back in L.A.  The crown went from green to gold, then thinned and faded, thrown into the ether.  It would land in the secret subbasement of my Malibu mansion, and return when summoned again. 
 
    And then the white moths were on me.   
 
    My pink shield wilted and dripped away, collapsing, but my dragon fire flared brighter as my inner dragon added his will to mine.  The insect glitter burned my skin like a fine mist of acid.  I threw out fire to ignite their parchment wings.  Seeing the creatures up close, I saw they had female bodies with fuzzy moth heads.  They gnashed tiny pointy teeth at me, those that weren’t on fire.  I continued to lash out with fire until the last survivors dropped down to a wooded islet.   
 
     I half-closed my wings, diving, trusting to speed to get me past the next threat.  I skimmed the water, using the spray to wash off the acid, and pulled up sharply as I saw a dark, submerged shadow coming at me.  I beat my wings furiously for altitude while rolling to the side.   
 
    A dark gray torpedo shape emerged, its maw wide, displaying multiple rows of triangular teeth.  It had fins, sardine breath, and a vertical tail rising to a high point.  And was easily four times my size.  I couldn’t believe it.   
 
    A fresh-water shark?  Gimme a break! 
 
    My inner dragon smacked his lips.  If only we were using my body.  I’d gobble him down for dinner, scales and all. 
 
    “I’m beginning to think I should let you run amok here, but I’m not sure we can afford the five or six minutes it would take for the transformation.”   
 
    Plus, it would mean stripping down and sending all my weaponry away for safekeeping.  This was not a place I wanted to risk that.  Especially since sending the crown away hadn’t stopped the bleed of power from my spells. 
 
    I settled for dropping onto an islet covered with blood-red flowers.  There were few trees, so I could see whatever was next unleashed against me.  The air smelled sweet, inviting.  This was as the kind of place where you wanted to lay down and roll around a bit with a naked playmate. 
 
    Shrill screams and a storm of gibbering swept up, drawing my attention to an adjoining isle where heavy jungle dominated.  The verdant growth quivered and parted as snow apes leaped out, flinging themselves over a stream to board my island.  White snow apes with blue eyes, in green jungle made no sense, but this was Fairy.   
 
    Machine pistol in hand, green laser sight slashing, I emptied my weapon into them, then let it dangle by the strap.  Drawing both PX4 Storms, I squeezed off shot after shot, putting down as many as I could.  I shot down the screaming mouth of one ape, and kicked the body away, using my last shot.   
 
    I willed the weapons back to my armory for a magical reload.  Before I could pull the weapons back to me, the last two snow apes reached me in a dead tie.  They were monkey strong, but I had reach on them, and superhuman strength from mixed Villager and dragon DNA.   Their heads caved in to the pressure of my fingers, skulls popping loudly.  I whipped them and flung them away, turning to see what might come at me next. 
 
    “How long are we going to play these games?  Why don’t you just tell me what you want?  Show yourself!  Or don’t you have any balls?” 
 
    Sometimes, a good taunt can make the bad guys careless, a little stupid.  I thought it couldn’t hurt. 
 
    Ten feet away, a mound of red poppies erupted to form a column.  As the fountain reached five-foot and a few inches, the petals blew away, revealing a female shape carved from absinth, smelling of it: dry, bitter, and pungent.  Her translucent limbs moved with liquid grace, in a skin of glossy magic that didn’t let her splash apart, which would have been natural.  Her bodily curves were dangerous, challenging.  Her breasts exquisite jewels.  Her smile ferocious, feral.  There was an animal quality to her sleek pose that warned she was about to pounce. 
 
    My inner dragon said: Didn’t see that coming. 
 
    “Cut it out,” I said.  “Adults are supposed to use their words.” 
 
    She paused, either understanding my words, or simply startled by them.  She smiled, teeth the same bright green as the rest of her.  “Words?  Fine.  Here’s one.  Die!”  She leaped like a jungle cat, feet shoving into my guts, her hands twisting at my head, clawing at my eyes.   
 
      I grabbed her wrists.  They stayed solid a moment, then went liquid as she poured free.  Moving into her personal space, I kicked through her right leg, separating it from the knee.  She went down with a hiss.  Her nub of a leg swept across the lower limb she’d lost and the leg fused whole again. 
 
    Damn.  This is like fighting water. 
 
    Well, I had an answer for that.   
 
    One elemental attack deserves another. 
 
    I yelled at my dragon self.  C’mon, now.  Cough it up!  I don’t have all day. 
 
    My mental landscape became a hell-zone of golden energy.  I screamed in pain and rage.  Golden lightning sprang from body, sizzling over the liquid lady. 
 
    She screamed, a shrill, high-pitched stab of sound.  Then she went silent, wilting into the red flowers.   
 
    The golden jags crawled over me a little longer, then thinned to nothing.  I swayed.  Tired.  Hoping it was all over. 
 
    Ten columns shot up.  Red poppies blew away.  More of the absinth-green women surrounded me. 
 
    I sighed.  Oh, I’m fucked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FOUR 
 
      
 
    “Oh Vanity, how many  
 
    have died in your name?” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    “All right,” I said.  “You got me.  I’m obviously way out classed by all of you beautiful women.”  I sent the shoulder holsters and automatic machine pistol away to my armory with a thought.  Since the spell was powered by my armory, the drain on my personal magic here in Fairy didn’t matter.  I untied the shirt and parka from my waist and let them fall to the poppy-littered grass.  I squatted a moment to loosen the laces of my boots, then toed out of them.  I wiggled my toes in relief and smiled at the girls as I unzipped my pants and let them fall, kicking out of the legs.  “There, no hidden weapon you need to fear—except for the monster in my pants.  Him, you should fear.  Never has a cock like mine walked the Earth since prehistoric times.  I wonder which of you lucky women get to enslave my beast for your endless orgasmic pleasure.” 
 
    They were looking at the considerable bulge in my thermal underwear. 
 
    “Use enough socks?” one of them muttered. 
 
    Oh, no she didn’t! my cock exclaimed. 
 
    My balls—Pete and Repeat—tittered in a less than manly fashioned. 
 
    I frowned.  Not because I could hear my genitalia, that was unfortunately, a common occurrence, but because I’d been insulted.  “Oh, I assure you, this is all me, and I’m not even halfway hard yet. 
 
    “Impossible,” another said. 
 
    “Impossible? As much as I hate vulgar displays of nudity...”  
 
    My inner dragon laughed at that outright lie.  
 
    I stripped out of my thermals and my socks and stood there in all my unnatural glory.  “There, you can see for yourselves I have no need to pad my shorts.”  My “third leg” hung there, stiffening, drawing even more attention.  One of the fey creatures licked full lips. 
 
    I made my voice stern.  “But if I’m going to surrender, I insist it be to the most deserving, the most beautiful among you.”  I walked toward the closest one, giving her naked topography an obvious examination.  “Hmmm.  Right tit looks a little heavier than the left.”  I went on to the next green lady.  “Not bad, at all.” 
 
    As I swung past the third, she pulled her shoulders back, letting her proud tits thrust mightily. 
 
    “Such temptation...  I like a woman who’s got a little meat to her thighs, and a nicely full ass.  This is so hard; you’re so close to identical I can’t decide.” 
 
    My circuit took me to another pair standing side by side.  I looked back and forth.  “Maybe you can help me out.  Which of you is the most beautiful?  The most deserving of a cock like mine?” 
 
    Three women spoke up in unison: “I am.”  They followed this up with narrow-eyed glares at one another.  Then all of them spoke in unison.  “No, I am.” 
 
    “My tits are perkier,” one of them proclaimed.  They actually increased in size.   
 
    I backed away, staring. 
 
    “That’s not fair!” another said. 
 
    “Cheating,” I muttered. 
 
    “That’s cheating!” several of them repeated. 
 
    The one with the ass I’d complemented put fists on her hips.  “Are all of you blind?  Obviously, I am the most perfect among us.  I get to use the meat-puppet first.” 
 
    She took a step in my direction. 
 
    One of her sisters blocked her.  “Says you!” 
 
    Push came to shove.  Shove went to gouge.  Then it was every girl for herself, Hell take the faint-hearted.  Their screams of fury thickened the air as I gathered up my stuff and strolled away. 
 
    Wait! my cock said.  I’m not getting any? 
 
    “Sorry, buddy.  Not this time.”  I padded across the red poppies, heading for another islet, one with apple trees in bloom and garden hedges.  And hopefully, no winged pythons, late night chatter-monkeys, or cuddle-bugs. 
 
    I took a few moments to dress.  Then, with a flutter of wings, I launched myself over a stream.  Purple tentacles shot out of the water and tightened around me.  I still had my Dragon Fire spell on stand-by.  The quelling effect of the heart-zone weakened my flames, but they at least answered, erupting out of my skin, eating into the violet coils.  The main body of my attacker lay under water.  The stream turned turbulent, roiling, as something burst up to take a bite out of me.  I saw a blur of a head with a gaping beaked maw.  It had a single red eye that glowered with fury. 
 
    Devil squid.  Uh!  Can’t get a good breath. 
 
    As I exhaled, the coils lightened more, preventing me from dragging in more air as it tried to twist me in half.   
 
    How can something so big hide in such a small stream…never mind.  It’s Fairy. 
 
    It pulled me into the little stream.  Water closed over my head, feet of it, then yards.  The moonlight on the surface was pale and yellow green, refusing to follow me into a growing darkness.  The inside of the stream was vastly larger than the outside.   
 
    Magic.  I need some of my own. 
 
    From the ether, I pulled my demon sword to my hand, feeling the solid weight in my palm.  Its red aura brightened the water, its hunger clawing at me as it demanded to be fed.  I couldn’t swing the katana, but that wasn’t necessary.  I just had to roll my wrist and let the black-iron blade touch the squid—and suck out its soul. 
 
    The coils loosened.  It burbled in panic.  And died. 
 
    I released the sword, sending it away, and swam hard for the surface, my body sharing in the stolen lifeforce.  It burnt and filled me, a roar of power.  Breaking the surface, I suddenly found the bottom of the creak under me, just a few feet down.  I stood and staggered across to the next islet, pulling myself up a red clay back, pushing through a thicket of copper-colored leaves on olive stems.  Beyond lay rusty and gold grass, a cushiony carpet that invited me to lay down and rest. 
 
    I didn’t fall for it; I kept going.  
 
    Obviously, I was fighting Fairy itself; the land had risen in rebellion to all the abuses inflicted on it by the fey over past millennia.  Ages ago, the land grew alive in a special way, a solitary entity with magic for a soul.  It created lesser life, filling forests, and mountains, and river valleys.  And then it made the mistake of giving birth to a magical race of children: the fey.  They too loved the land, at first living in harmony.  Some were of the Light Court, and others were given to the Dark.  And then there were more solitary fey, the Gray that stood in the twilight, bound to nothing. 
 
    The fey loved nature, one with its magic, but they grew to love prestige and power even more.  Feuds burst out.  Kin killed kin.  Alliances formed.  And the fey fought for possession of their Mother’s fractured heart.   And then in a legendary battle, madness reigned and the heart was shattered.  The fey Lords and Ladies took their pieces, the ties, and rent the land, making themselves kingdoms in their own images.  And the time of decline began.  The warring states created unspeakable weapons of nightmare, and never realized their abandonment of the Mother—of Underhill—had sealed their doom, for with time, fewer and fewer children were born… 
 
    It was the Mother’s way of killing her children humanely, so she and the land might one day return to sanity.  A sad story, really.  If I had human sympathy, I might have wept. 
 
    I stopped and sat on a boulder, getting dressed again, straining my senses for any sign of a new threat.  I left the boots aside, preferring to give myself an advantage by morphing my human feet into miniature versions of dragon feet.  My feet lengthened, the skin turning gold scaled.  A spur of bone grew out of my heel, and my toes grew long, ending in black talons.  The next time I kicked something, it was going to know it had been kicked. 
 
    Now, those are feet, my inner dragon said. 
 
    “Does it seem like—after taking ages to kill the fey—the land is suddenly speeding up her timetable?” 
 
    I suppose. 
 
    “Why is that, I wonder.  Something’s changed.” 
 
    Well, if we ask what’s new in Fairy, we come up with you. 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    You are the first outlander ever to bond with a tie and hold a kingdom.  That’s given the land a taste of a lord unlike those she’s known.  You improve your land.  You bond with the Dragon’s Eye.  You harbor refugees from other kingdoms, and you don’t twist the magic to serve your will.  You entreat it like a lover.  If more of the fey Lords were like you… 
 
    “They’d be scary indeed.”   
 
    While my kingdom was accommodating and friendly, loving even, this part of the land was decidedly a bitch.  “I’m not feeling the love right now.” 
 
    The Heart of the land is broken, at war with itself.  Some parts are going to be saner than others. 
 
    “So, I wasn’t brought here just to be killed?” I concentrated and pulled my shoulder holsters back from my armory.  They appeared, cinched around my torso, semiautomatics ready to be drawn and fired.  I called the machine pistol back as well, letting it dangle from its strap.   
 
    Part of the Land probably does want you dead, the part that sent the Pretender out to harvest ties.  Other parts know that no fey can be trusted with this task.  It was probably why he was first sent to the Winter Court where he’d draw your attention, and not to your own kingdom, after your tie.  The part of the Land that loves you want you to fix all this. 
 
    I remembered the deep green shadow that had guarded Izumi’s sleep, that had sent me this way.  “That piece of the land’s soul, living in my tie, is protecting Izumi because she’s important to me.” 
 
    It’s all guess work, but reasonable. 
 
    “Have you noticed, the closer we get to the center islet of this place, the more gravity relaxes?  What do you think’s up with that?” 
 
    Where magic is wildest, nature is least in control.  The central islet is probably the original site where the Heart Stone rested.  Only splinters will remain, the pieces that were too small and damaged to be used as ties. 
 
    “We’re going to need those pieces.” 
 
    My inner dragon grinned at me.  I hope you’re hungry.  There’s only one way to carry something so dangerous. 
 
    “Damn.”  I knew he wasn’t joking.  There had been a few occasions when dragon instinct had taken over in past years and gems I’d been appraising had gotten themselves swallowed, by me, when I wasn’t paying enough attention to myself.   
 
    The good news is that the longer the fragments are in you, the stronger you’ll become, and they might even react to our dragon lifeforce and fuse back together. 
 
    “How likely is that?” 
 
    I’m a dragon, not a witch doctor.  You’d have to ask a healer. 
 
    “And if these gems have sharp edges that cut me to pieces from the inside out?”  I asked. 
 
    Hey, there are drawbacks to every plan. 
 
    “I think I’ll just put them in a pocket.” 
 
    Are you ready to move on? 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Good, I hear something trying to move stealthily through the underbrush.  We’re being stalked. 
 
    Sometimes, my inner dragon used my senses even better than me.  
 
    I picked up my boots, tied the shoestrings together, draped them over a shoulder, and picked a direction.  As I walked, I listened to whatever followed.  It could be anything.  Harmless or malevolent.  The more it hid though, the weaker I thought it probably was.  I stopped by a small grove of apple trees.  They were in full bloom, still about six months away from putting out any fruit.   
 
    That disappointed me.  I was hungrier than Hell.  In dragon form, I’d fought winter storms, flying to the Winter Court.  I hadn’t eaten anything there, and here I was, still burning calories.  I hadn’t even gotten a bite of the squid that had tried to kill me.   
 
    In my own kingdom, I could just have touched the soil and communed with the earth to grow something to feed me.  Here, I had no tie to look favorably upon me.  Still… 
 
      I extended a hand and touched the trunk of one of the trees.  I let my golden dragon magic surface in my palm, kissing the bark.  I imagined the tree aging six months, the flowers blowing away, the fruit growing in.  And I felt my magic draining into the tree. 
 
    I opened my eyes and looked into the higher branches.  They’d shed their petals like white snow.  Some of it fluttered about on vagrant wings.  Moonlight silvered the leaves.  The light of fireflies and a passing green Will-o’-the-Wisp gave me enough light to see several apples hanging there, offering themselves to me.  Three of them were just in reach. 
 
    I lifted my hand to claim them. 
 
    “No, stop!  Those are mine.  Everything here is mine!” 
 
    Oh, hell!  This is getting old. 
 
    The Pretender pushed past me and snatched two of the apples, backing away from me warily, as if I was going to fight him for them.   
 
    My inner dragon glared at me.  You’re being awful generous with our food. 
 
    Hurriedly, the Pretender crammed an apple in his mouth and bit in.  Chewing furiously, juice dribbled off his double chins. 
 
    I smiled as I answered myself.  “I was needing someone to test for poison.  This place has been trying to kill me, remember?” 
 
    The Pretender froze, choking, eyes bulging.  He spat out the fruit, staggered back a step, and fell dead—again.   
 
    “Even fools have their uses.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FIVE 
 
      
 
    “There’s brutal honesty  
 
      in a bullet meant to kill.” 
 
      
 
                                      —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I crossed several islands, sometimes going laterally to test the gravity of adjoining islets.  By trial and error, I worked toward the center isle of the subterranean archipelago.  Along the way, there were lulls, but something or other kept popping up to try and bite my head off.  No longer messing around, I shifted to explosive-tipped ammo that shredded fey flesh. 
 
    Once, a winged python came up out of a burrow.  I caught it in my clawed feet and ripped it apart.  I built a small fire surrounded by stones and used branches to dangle chunks of the snake meat to roast over the flames.   
 
    Some of the Will-o’-the-wisps swooped in to watch me.  One gleamed pink with a paler, icier core.  Another ball of light was sea foam green.  A third pulsed a gentle, royal blue.  
 
    You’re really going to eat that? Pink asked. 
 
    “Sure.  An army of one travels better when fed.” 
 
    It could be poisonous.  Snakes often are. Blue said. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean it’s not nourishing,” I said.  “But big snakes like this tend to just crush rather than poison.” 
 
    I wasn’t really worried.  I didn’t want to be sickened and weakened, but I’d had a run-in with some naga serpent people who’d imprisoned me in a harem.  I’d been severely poisoned, sick as death warmed over.  I not only recovered from their toxins, but developed a high resistance to poisons. 
 
    My inner dragon joined the conversation: We fucked them into submission in the end, triumphing gloriously. 
 
    I stared at the wisps.  “You guys are supposed to distract me, right?” 
 
    Green wobbled in the air.  W-what do you mean? 
 
    “I’ve noticed you guys are friendly with the Pretender I keep killing.  I figure he’s had enough time to come back alive again and find my trail.” 
 
    Pink pulsed a little faster.  You wound us.  Like we’d take sides! 
 
    I drew a PX4 Storm and aimed into a large bush.  “So that’s not him in there, waiting for a chance to catch me unaware?” 
 
    Which bush? Pink asked. 
 
    I shot twice into the bush.  “That one.” 
 
    There was a shriek of pain and a burst of rustling from the leaves.  The Pretender fell out into the open.  He landed on his knees, grasping a bloody arm.  “Damn it, will you stop killing me?” 
 
    I smiled.  “It’s who I am, what I do.  If you don’t like it, stop sneaking up on me.  Hey, you got a name or should I just call you Piss Ant?” 
 
    “It’s Reginald Ó Foghladh.  I am the unacknowledged heir of the often-drunken Lord of the Osprey Cliffs.” 
 
    My inner dragon said: His mom’s probably a chambermaid that got knocked up.  I think the Osprey Cliffs area is a small keep on the edge of the Summer Court’s domain. 
 
    “Your people are shape-shifters right.  They become sea hawks, and are known to pirate other fey ships at sea,” I said. 
 
    “Everyone’s got the right to make a living.”  He made a pained expression, feeling his shoulder, peering at the bloody wound.  “What did you hit me with?  My healing is dragging out.” 
 
    I didn’t answer the question.  He didn’t need to know that my current rounds had fulminated mercury—magically stabilized—until shot out of the casing.  The crystal tips were also magically enhanced for more kick.  I used these when I’m no longer kidding around.  
 
    The three wisps drifted over to him.  Green asked, Are you all right? 
 
    “Do I look all right.  He shot me!” 
 
    Does it hurt? Pink asked. 
 
    I answered for him.  “Like a virgin at a gangbang.  Getting shot is supposed to hurt.”   
 
    I shifted my gun muzzle so it centered on his face.  “So, Foggy, tell me why I shouldn’t kill you again?  This is becoming boring.” 
 
    His eyes flared wide.  “You think it’s boring?  Try being an immortal sometime who’s lived long enough to have done it all, and then some!  And I can’t shape-shift.  My mother was taken off an enemy ship.  If I could at least shift my father would have accepted me as his own.” 
 
    “Whiny bitch.” I shot him between the eyes.  The back of his head blew out violently.  He was going to have a hell of a headache when he woke up.  “You can’t call yourself an immortal if you haven’t made it to the end of time yet.” 
 
    You killed him! Pink said. 
 
    Dead!  Blue added. 
 
    “Why is everyone always surprised?” I wondered.  “Bullets are made to be used.” 
 
    Green said; He’s going to be mad when he wakes up. 
 
    “Better than bored.”  I holstered my gun.  “When he comes back online, tell him not to cross my path again.  I expect he’ll stay dead if I cut his head off and make stir-fry from his brains.” 
 
    You’re a monster! Pink said. 
 
    “Well, yeah! Demon Lord, everybody. I’ve got a reputation to live down to, you know?” 
 
    I finished my snake and kicked dirt onto the fire to put it out.  As I left, the Pretender’s fingers were starting to twitch back to life.  
 
    The next islet had dusky hedges of rock, narrow, pinched paths, and occasional spires like misplaced games pieces.  I moved at half gravity, moon-walking with bouncy steps.  Tangles of thorn reached for me as I passed.  They ripped my pants and the clothes tied around my waist.  My skin and dragon wings proved tougher, turning aside the points, refusing to bleed. 
 
    I leaped into the air, beating my wings furiously to gain height.  I soared over the woodland, and the next stream.  My weight fell away over the next islet.  This had to be my goal, the place where the Heart Stone used to be.   
 
    From the middle of the islet, a wash of green radiance blazed up into the darkness.   
 
    My inner dragon stirred in my mind’s dark shadows, his gold eyes seeking me out.  It’s odd we didn’t see the green light until we got here. 
 
    “Someone was making it hard on us.”  
 
    The air tasted of burnt copper and old ashes.  Flying was effortless.  I glided, skimming several feet over white gravel fields and the ruin of ancient structures made with massive stone blocks.  Nothing grew here.  No vines, thorn bushes, flowers, or trees.  I had an open expanse except for the buildings.  The upper lips of the structures were thick with multicolored wisps, like Chinese lanterns mourning at a funeral. 
 
    I guess they know this is where everything gets decided.   
 
    At the exact center of the islet, there was a stone bowl building with a gap in the side like a coliseum.  I went through the gap and found no wisps inside.  The green light beamed up from a disk-shaped gravel field with large boulders of tourmaline crystal.  This reminded me of a Zen rock garden though no one had raked the green agate gravel in ages.  The surrounding cup walls went up two stories and reflected the green light back on itself so it mostly radiated up to haze the air, obscuring the cavern high above. 
 
    “A perfect place for theater.”  My voice echoed loudly.  The area had perfect acoustics. 
 
    I followed an aisle past empty stone benches and reached the middle.  Like geode fragments, the boulders had round, convex sides facing the surrounding seats.  The concave sides pointed to a common center-point, as if they all could be fitted together around a hollow space.   
 
    My inner dragon said: it’s as if the magic soul of Fairy hatched here from a crystal egg,  
 
    “Or the outer shell was shattered and its core—its heart— stolen.”  This was what my intuition told me. 
 
    I fluttered closer, and hovered above one of the boulders, looking down.  Despite the loss of gravity here, the gravel and boulders were locked in place, as if frozen in time. 
 
    I drifted inside the ring of boulders and gravity returned with a vengeance, slamming me to the agate gravel, nearly crushing me flat.  I fought against the pull, locking my arms under me, keeping my head unbowed.   
 
    My dragon lent me more of his lifeforce.  Flaring raw golden magic coursed through my body.  My legs trembled as the ground cratered under my clawed feet, still, I straightened, standing proud, defiant.   
 
    “That all you got?” I gritted the words out through clenched teeth.   
 
    The central spot between the fractured boulders grew a three-dimension shadow of deep green, a female shape surrounded by the radiant blaze.  She cast an infinite shadow above her.  She stared at me with eyes of creamy, pale jade.  It was the green shadow that had guarded Izumi’s rest. 
 
    As I watched, two copies of her separated sideways.  The central woman was still, tranquil, an enigma.   
 
    The version to her right had whipping snake-like tendrils of hair.  Her head swayed, shifting erratically.  Her blurring eyes were cadmium yellow. Withered, frail, her body looked starved as she leaned on a staff of shadow.  She smiled, more of a death-head rictus than anything else. 
 
    The version to the left held a hammer and had pearlescent, powder-red eyes with yellow flames for irises.  Her arms were over muscled like a blacksmith.   
 
    I was reminded of the threefold Celtic goddess Brigid: The Poetess; mistress of the unknown.  The Smith; mistress of making, lady of fire and earth.  And the third, The Healer; mistress of life.  She was the one leaning on the staff.  Needing a good meal, she looked like she needed a healer herself.  I think she’d suffered the most when the Heart of the Land was broken. 
 
    The Poetess said: “Stranger to the land, choose your path in shadow.  Aim your spear, within this sacred hollow.  Are you lord of all you fear?” 
 
    The gravity slacked, no longer trying to destroy me.  If the three shades weren’t riven, but truly one, I’d have already been crushed.   
 
    I answered.  “I serve myself, but I’m willing to restore the three of you to all you were.” 
 
    The starved crone hissed at my words.  “You are not my Reginald.  What have you done with him.  He is the one I called to gather the ties.” 
 
    “That idiot?  He couldn’t tie his shoes to save his life.  You might as well ask a pooka for help.” 
 
    The Smith nodded agreement.  “Indeed, a badly made tool.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Yeah, he’s a tool alright.” 
 
    “Can you do what we require?” the Smith asked. 
 
    I met her flaming stare.  “You’re the one who’s been testing me, right?  You should know by now.” 
 
    She smiled.  “You are strong, resilient.”  She shifted her gaze to the middle sister.  “You gave him his kingdom.  I take it he has your full support?” 
 
    “He has been gentle and loving with his land.  He has built and sheltered the wanderers.  He has proven his power in defending the Dragon’s Eye from the other Lords of the fey.” 
 
    The old crone spit on the ground.  “Well, I don’t like him.  I want Reginald.” 
 
    “I’m here!” he yelled.  The voice came from outside the boulders.  I shifted to look for him.  There he was, blood still on his face, the three wisps haloing his upper torso with pastel light, stabilizing him and moving him through the weak gravity field.   
 
    I shook my head at him sadly.  “Can’t do a damn thing on his own.” 
 
    He pointed an accusing finger at my face.  “That creature stole my crown!  Make him give it back.” 
 
    I turned my back on him and faced the middle shade.  “If he can’t even hang onto a crown, how can he recover the ties?  Do you know what he was doing in the Winter Court after seizing control?  Rutting and raping while he should be about the task given him.  I mean, there’s a time and a place.  And what real man needs to force a woman?  If such a person gets his hands on the ties, can you trust him to give that power back to you?” 
 
    The Smith narrowed her eyes at Reginald.  “Doubtful.” 
 
    The Healer clutched her staff, as if threatened by a rising wind.  “My Reginald would not abandon me.” 
 
    He called out.  “Of course not.  I am a child of Fairy, not some accursed outsider.” 
 
    I sorely wanted to whip up my machine pistol and blow him into bloody chunks of Spam, but I needed the support of the Land if I was going to depose the fey Lords and Ladies, and set myself up as the first High King they’d had in countless millennia. 
 
    I had the support of two out of the three.   I had one to convince.  I stepped up to The Healer, brushed her staff aside and gathered her in my arms.  My right hand gripped her scrawny ass.  I pressed her close so she could feel the rampant hardness inside my pants.  I bruised her lips with mine in a passionate kiss.  It helped that I imagined it was Izumi in my arms, needing to be thawed.  Her head fell back from mine as I ended the kiss. 
 
    “Why would you want a boy when you can have a real man?  Why ever settle?” 
 
    She didn’t answer, hanging all wilted in my arms, drooling.  I gently laid her down.   
 
    Take a nap, grandma. 
 
    The Poetess said: “Three are one, in full consent.  The Dragon King with magic sent—shadow to our shadow.”   
 
    The Smith held out a palmful of green shards.  “These pieces of Heart Stone will help you.” 
 
    I took them.  “Thanks.” 
 
    “No!” Reginald shrieked.  “It must be me.  Me!  It is my destiny.  I must prove to my father that I am fit to rule.” 
 
    The three shadow-shapes sank back into the ground, taking their leave.  Gravity abandoned the area as well, retuning a near weightless state.  As the Sisters vanished, Izumi rose out of the gravel in exchange.  She lay curled there, still asleep.  The sisters had acted in good faith, returning their hostage to me.  I’d let her rest a few moments more.  There was something I needed to take care of right away. 
 
    I jumped and cleared the ring of boulders, landing beside the floating Pretender.  Seeing my predatory smile, he paled, wheeled around, and swam awkwardly through air, attempting escape. 
 
    “You were warned.”  I swung my machine pistol up, taking aim.  I opened fire, emptying the magazine.  His bloated, bloody corpse rose like the ugliest blimp ever, carried away by a vagrant wind.  The three wisps gave chase. 
 
    I let my weapon swing back to my side, and returned to Izumi.  I lifted her gently, still wrapped in her cloak.  Held in my arms, her breathing quickened.  Her eyes blinked open.  She smiled seeing me.  “Beloved!”  She reached and encircled my neck with her arms, then took time to look around.  “Where are we?” 
 
    “Headed home.” 
 
    With a gentle flap of my dragon wings, we lazily rose into the air.  I flew ever higher.  Reaching Reginald’s tumbling corpse, I snagged it with my talon feet, a little present for Kellyn.  We soared out the vagina-like slit in the cavern roof, out into the star-strewn sky, high ridges and wild black forest sprawling below.  
 
    Izumi rested her head against my collarbone.  Her snow-white hair fluttered against my face.  I kissed the top of her head.  “How’s my little snowflake?” 
 
    “I—and the baby—are doing fine.” 
 
    “That’s what I wanted to hear.  Are you up to stealing the Winter Court away from your mother?” 
 
    “We’re not going to hurt her?” 
 
    “We’re putting the kingdoms of Fairy and the Wildlands back together by the command of the Land herself.  Eventually, we’ll be High King and Queen of the fey.  The Dragon’s eye will be our capital.  Your mom can still run the Winter Count—as regent for our son.  Once he’s born, he will be her heir as well as mine.  If she knows she’s keeping the kingdom in the family, the transition should go a lot easier.” 
 
    “This is rather sudden.” 
 
    “As news gets out on what was tried against your mother, more and more players will be going after ties, if only to preempt their enemies from doing it first.” 
 
    I’m actually surprised these usurpations took this long to start.  My enemies in Fairy know it is the only way to break my power here.   
 
    I chose a spot to land.  I wasn’t flying us all back to the Winter Court; not when Izumi could open a portal.  “We need to be the ones to restore the land, or who knows what hell-scape it may become.” 
 
    “If my Lord husband thinks this must be done, his dutiful wife will lift sword and shield beside him.” 
 
    “Not ‘til after the baby comes.  That’s an order.” 
 
    “As my lord wills.” 
 
    She gave in all too easily.  “Izumi?” 
 
    “Yes, my love?” 
 
    “You’ve been planning on me doing this for a while now, right?” 
 
    “Ever since I learned of you, and bought the mansion in Malibu next to yours.  Being long-lived, we fey lay our plans ages in advance.  The only thing I’ve been waiting on is getting with child.  That was the fun part.  Now we get to work.” 
 
    I sighed softly in my soul.  Just when I think I’m in utter control… 
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    “Allies serve you best when 
 
    they’re on a short leash.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Outside the rift in the cavern roof, on a granite ridge overlooking the dark forest that the silver moonlight couldn’t pierce, I landed, dropping Reginald from my clawed, transformed feet.  He hit, bounced, and lay still, not alive yet.  I set Izumi down with a great more gentleness.  She clung to me. 
 
    “Can you open a portal to the Winter Court, or call your mom to pull us over?” I asked. 
 
    Stretching the silver chain, she pulled a necklace out from under her cloak.  It had a white-gold claw gripping a silver coin stamped with her mother’s face.  As Izumi stared at the coin, the image on it opened her eye to stare back.  The metal face smiled. 
 
    Izumi said, “Mother, bring me home.”  Thankfully, the coin didn’t answer back.  That would have freaked me out just a little.   
 
    After a minute, a blue-white swirl of star-points glittered in the air around us.  A wash of light followed that didn’t blind me since my dragon eyes had transparent lids to filter various levels of bright light.  As our end of the portal formed, I made myself more presentable by withering the dragon wings off my back, bringing back my human-looking feet, and closing my eyes, letting them become human as well.  There was a flutter of gravity around me that reminded me of the Broken Heart Islet for a moment.   
 
    I opened my eyes, squinted from the surrounding glow, and picked Reginald up by the collar.  He moaned, breathing again.  His eyelids fluttered and opened.  Coming aware in a sudden rush, he flailed.   
 
    I slapped his face.  “Behave.” 
 
    He stopped struggling.  “W-where are we going?” 
 
    Izumi passed me, taking several steps that took her out of the light.  I followed, dragging Reggie along.  Like stepping off the edge of the world, into a new one, the wilds of Fairy were replaced by the sprawling expanse of the throne room.  There were black silk tapestries on the walls and the fey guards wore black armbands in honor of their fallen brothers.  Kellyn sat on her highbacked throne, on a dais, a black runner from it striped the stone floor, passing under our feet, off to the great double doors that we hadn’t used. 
 
    Kellyn smiled with warmth at her daughter, gave me a nod, and turned a glower on Reggie that should have withered his manhood and frozen his blood.  I dragged him along and dumped him at the edge of the dais. 
 
    “Brought you a not so little present,” I said. 
 
    “So, I see.”  Her words were frozen mist in the air. 
 
    He stared up at her from a huddle on the floor, his entire body trembling.  I wondered how he intended to get out in front of his horrific crimes.  Maybe, he’d just beg for mercy—like that was possible. 
 
    He dropped his head.  “Though I expressed it poorly, I acted out of an impulse of true love.  I have profaned the beauty that first drove me mad.  I can only beg your forgiveness, and perhaps ask for a small measure of understanding.” 
 
    Kellyn leaned forward on her throne.  She smiled—not in a good way—as her gathered servitors and warriors stared on, just waiting for a command to rip the offender into bloody pieces.  When she spoke, it was with sweet, venomless words, her tone a complete lie, the only way a fey could lie since a direct untruth would strip them of their natural magic.   
 
    “So, you are saying it is my fault I was repeatedly soiled and bruised, defiled for your beastly pleasure?” 
 
    “Talk about a loaded question,” Izumi murmured. 
 
    Her soft words drew the queen’s gaze. 
 
    I stepped in with a charming smile.  “Your majesty, your pregnant daughter has endured much to help me bring this rapist to your royal justice.  She is tired and in need of your gracious hospitality—and my inner dragon is starving.  Never a safe situation for those around me.”   
 
    Golden eyes shone in the back shadows of my mind.  Scales rustled.  My dragon said: Ask her for a moose or elk.  I’ll not be too picky.  I’ll roast it myself if I have to. 
 
    Reminded that she was going to be a grandmother, some of the hardness left Kellyn’s face.  “You are right.  I have been remiss.”  She gestured toward her chief chamberlain.   
 
    He wore a green silk overtunic with matching leggings, and a necklace of gold with a jeweled shield on it: a badge of office.  He bowed low to the queen from the side of her throne.  “Yes, your majesty?  How may I serve?” 
 
    She flicked her fingers at Reggie.  “Have this filth taken to a dungeon cell, and guard him well.  I will not have him take his life in despair, before I can properly crush his spirit.  His passing will not be easy.  In distant ages, his fate will be lesson enough against raising hand or cock against the Winter Court.” 
 
    The Chief Chamberlain bowed once more.  “It will be done.”  He gestured and suddenly there was a surge of armed volunteers to escort the prisoner away.  I had the sudden conviction that old Reggie was going to accidently fall down a flight of stairs, and maybe walk into a door or two, on his way to his cell. 
 
    “One thing I should tell you, your majesty.”  My words brought her stare back to me.  “He’s immortal.  You can kill him as often as you like, however you like, and never run out of opportunities to do it again.  He’ll never spoil.” 
 
    It took a moment for that sink in.  Then she smiled, this one the worse yet.  “Excellent news.  That opens up so many interesting possibilities.”  She stood and swept down from the dais.  “Court is dismissed until tomorrow.   Daughter, bring your husband along to my personal chambers.  You can rest there, and be refreshed as you tell me of your recent struggles.”  Without looking to see if we followed, she glided out of the throne room, her feet hidden by the flowing excesses of her many-layered gown.  She carried her head high, her crown ablaze, a web of silver, studded with diamonds. 
 
    Izumi took my arm.  We fell in behind her mom, but took our time so we had a little privacy as we walked.  Those left behind in the hall burst into excited babble, exchanging comments, wandering away in various directions.  I noticed we were respected enough that none of the guards bothered to shadow us.  In the not too distant past, I’d have been kept in a locked room myself.  
 
    We went up a staircase and along a hall to a new suite of rooms.  This was where she’d recently been imprisoned.  We entered a sitting room with red and gold tapestries on stone walls.  A deep green carpet lay underfoot.  The hand-made furniture was all claw-footed.  Oak and cherry dominated.  There was a metal brazier that stood three feet high.  It held a charcoal fire under a fine mesh screen, creating an island of warmth.  Surrounding the brazier, four love seats were arranged.   
 
    There were other huddles of furniture here and there, books and statues lining the walls, and several crystal chandeliers, the crystals providing their own light.  Through an open set of double doors, I saw a luxurious bedroom the equal of anything offered by a fine hotel on Earth.  There were closed doors as well, hiding secrets.   
 
    Once we entered, the hallway doors shut themselves.  Kellyn stood waiting as we approached the well-cushioned loveseats.  She opened her arms to Izumi, hugged her, and kissed her cheek.  She broke the embrace to give her daughter a searching stare.  “How are you doing, my dear?” 
 
    Izumi smiled.  “Well, now that I’m back with you.  How are you?  You’ve been seen by the royal healers?” 
 
    “Drove me near to distraction with their prodding and prying.  I finally had to drive them away to get my thoughts settled.”  Kellyn drew Izumi into the square of loveseats, picking one out for them both to settle upon. 
 
    Going by the dialog alone, they were mother and daughter.  You couldn’t tell that from their appearances.  Kellyn looked like a cheerleader in a prom gown, with a youthful voice to match.  Nothing about her revealed she was hundreds and hundreds of years old.  Izumi didn’t use glamour to present a front.  Her beauty was entirely natural.  She actually looked like a slightly older sister to her mom. 
 
    Ignored, left to my own devices, I took the loveseat opposite them, the brazier squatting between us.  Izumi told her story of wandering the caverns at the heart of the Land.  For the parts of the story she didn’t know, she glanced at me, letting me fill in.  There were things I thought neither of them really needed to know.  When I spoke of meeting the fey goddesses, I had both their rapt attention.   
 
    “So, I’ve been chosen to gather the ties and heal the Heart of the Land.  This might undo the genetic damage the fey have suffered by constantly immersing themselves in stolen magic.  The childbirth rate might even return to something normal.  It’s all that will keep the fey from dying out.”  I spoke carefully, building a case for Kellyn’s support of my upcoming actions.  “This mess with Reginald is going to get lesser lords and ladies thinking that they can upgrade their social position, maybe hijack a court or two.  More usurpations are going to be attempted.  Before word gets spread too far, and new precautions are made, I think I should harvest the ties first.” 
 
    There was nothing friendly about Kellyn’s icy stare.  “So, you are going to take my power from me next?” 
 
    “Your tie, not your power.  Hear me out.”  I looked at Izumi.  She gave me an encouraging smile and a nod to continue.   
 
    But a knock sounded from the hallway doors.  One of them opened and servants entered carrying covered baskets.  My heightened sense of smell caught the scent of fresh baked bread, cheese, and assorted fruits.  They were brought over and left for us, along with several bottles of wine.  A small table was cleared off and brought over to us, providing a handy place for the provisions.  The servants bowed and hurried away, leaving a mature woman in a white apron and a bronze dress.  She held linen napkins and a cluster of drinking cups.   
 
    She addressed the queen.  “More filling fair is being prepared.  It will be bought when ready.  Meanwhile, may I have the pleasure of serving you, your majesty?” 
 
    “Leave the cups.  We can manage on our own.  There are affairs of state being discussed.  You may go.” 
 
    It wasn’t a suggestion. 
 
    The lady bowed once more, deeply, and retreated, pulling the hallway door shut behind her as she went. 
 
    Kellyn’s gaze returned to rake me once more.  “You were saying?” 
 
    “First, restoring the ties so that the Heart is formed once more will make one kingdom out of many.  Fairy will have a high king and queen, anointed by the Land itself.  Izumi and I will make the Dragon’s Eye our capital.  We intend to let the various courts continue being held as they are, provided the proper oaths of fealty are sworn.  Those refusing to give their allegiance will be dethroned.” 
 
    “This assumes you get all of the ties, and no one kills you making the attempts,” Kellyn said.  “You expect me to simply hand over my tie to you?” 
 
    “Yes. You have an heir. You were going to hand over your throne eventually.  The difference now is that your grandson will be your heir, and you will hold Winter Court as his Regent, still in full command.  As my queen, Izumi will surrender her claim.  Our child will live in Winter Court, under your protection and tutorage—a sign of our confidence in you, so you can be confident in us.” 
 
    Kellyn stared at me, then Izumi.  “Your terms are surprisingly generous.”  I heard a thaw in her voice.  “You get my title and tie, and I still run the Winter Court, and acquire my grandson in the process.  You are quite correct that he will be safer with me once you have alienated every other kingdom.  The other kingdoms may not raise armies against you as they have in the past, but they shall never cease scheming your death, Caine.  The Dragon’s Eye shall be thick with creeping assassins for years to come.” 
 
      I met her stare, leaning toward her.  “Do we have your support?” 
 
    “If I say no?” she asked. 
 
    “Then, with heavy heart, I will take what is needed.  The Land needs this.  Your people, too.  Soon, if nothing is done, the Land will turn against her children.  The Wild Hunt will ride once more.  Creatures of darkness and nightmare will be born of twisted magic to purge the kingdoms of life.”  
 
    Izumi said, “No one born of the fey can command the loyalty of all as High King.  We know each other too well.  Out Lords and Ladies will not yield so all can win.  They must be forced, united by fear of one much stronger than any fey.” 
 
    “Me,” I said. 
 
    “You have grown that strong, dragon-half?” Kellyn asked. 
 
    “Do you know what my other half is?” I asked. 
 
    “Human?  Demon perhaps?” Kellyn said. 
 
    “My father is full-blooded Villager.  Have you heard of them, the warriors of Tartarus, the masters of shadow magic?”  I stood and stripped away my parka and shirt, baring my guns, holsters, and harness. So there’d be no misunderstanding, I willed my guns and the machine pistol, to vanish, returning to my Malibu armory.  I held out my arms and turned, showing her skin unmarked by most of the magic tatts she knew I’d acquired over the years.  Only two of the old ones remained. 
 
    Her eyes widened.  “What has happened to you.  The grimoire patterns are gone that once covered your skin.” 
 
    Time for a show. 
 
    “I’ve found a way to access the same power more efficiently, an upgrade.” 
 
    I concentrated, seeing myself in my mind as if I were using a bi-location spell.  I visualized every tatt I used to have, putting them back, etched in lines of dark shadow. 
 
    And suddenly, shadow formed all over me like fresh bruises.  On my chest was the protective sphere spell.  I willed certain changes in the spell, altering its geometry wildly.   This caught Kellyn’s attention. 
 
    “I can write in new spells as needed, and adapt old ones to new conditions with a thought.  I am a living grimoire.” 
 
    With another thought, I made myself a clean slate, showing mostly virgin skin once more.  “In addition to being the Demon Lord and Hub Lord of L.A., I am companion to the Goddess Selene, and I have been accepted by my grandfather, on my mother’s side, as the royal executioner of the Dragon World.” 
 
    I smiled my own scary smile.  “And you haven’t even heard about Colt yet.” 
 
    Kellyn’s brow furrowed.  “A pony?” 
 
    “My son through Selene.  Think of him as an honorary grandson.  If I know Colt, he’ll be popping in any second to join the fun.” 
 
    As my words died, a disk of copper-red light swelled open, a super-portal from the Red Moon.  A nine-year-old child stepped out of the light.  The portal closed behind him.  He stood there in a black hoodie with a white skull on it.  His copper-red hair needed combing.  His burning eyes were the same color.  He had a black backpack in hand, and wore faded jeans and green sneakers with pink laces.   
 
    “Hi, Dad!  I figure you’re going to need me on this one.” 
 
    I kept my gaze on Kellyn.  “Can you feel the depths of power in him?  And he’s still a child.” 
 
    Kellyn stared at Colt.  “I can, son-in-law.  And you may have my tie.” 
 
    “It’s already in the backpack,” Colt said.  “I picked it up on the way in.” 
 
     Colt went over and held out his hand, human style, to the queen.   
 
    She looked him over.  “Another grandson, eh?”  She ignored the hand, running her hand vigorously through his hair.  This was followed up with a hug.  “He’s cute.  Must take after his mother.”   
 
    Released, Colt retreated to a safe distance, his face red with embarrassment.  Seeing an opportunity for mischief, Izumi pounced on him with a hug of her own.  She used a whiny voice, “Hey, don’t forget about me!  Your dad neglects me enough.  Don’t you start, too!”  She also ruffled his hair, leaving it standing up in iced spikes.  He looked like a troll doll from the eyebrows up. 
 
    Escaping her, Colt came back to me for protection.  Which reminded me to rearm myself. 
 
    We delayed long enough for the rest of the food to arrive.  I slapped some roast boar onto bread and wolfed down four sandwiches, followed by half a bottle of red wine.  Refreshed, I kissed Izumi goodbye.  “Don’t be concerned; I’ll be gone awhile.” 
 
    “Just don’t get killed, or I’ll never forgive you.” 
 
    I mentally reached into the ether, across my link to my Malibu armory, and pulled the green agate crown to me.  The ringlet of green crystals popped into my hands, scintillating in the light of the chandeliers.  I put it on my head.  Instantly, I could sense the tie in Colt’s bag, as well as those near and far.  These appeared in the back shadows of my mind as a constellation of stars. 
 
    My inner dragon looked them over.  Pretty.  Which do we go after first? 
 
    “We’ll swing by the Dragon’s Eye and get my tie next.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Colt said.  “Someone could steal your tie while you’re out stealing theirs.” 
 
    “After that,” I said, “we’ll hit the strongest courts first and work down the list.  That way, we’ll get a number of ties before it’s even known we’re gathering them.  Maybe we can avoid fighting the harder battles.” 
 
    Kellyn stood to see me off with Colt.  “I can see you’ve thought about this task for a while.” 
 
    “I’m a greedy dragon at heart.  It’s my intention to own everything one day.  All of Fairy will be part of my collection.  But don’t worry, I take very good care of what’s mine.” 
 
    “I will be taking care of my daughter.  In a few days, I will send a warning out that you are pillaging ties, that we tried to stop you and failed.  I will tell them my tie has been stolen, and that you are now on your own.  If we are seen as your victims as well, we may not draw the same ire coming your way.” 
 
    I nodded.  “A little misdirection never hurts.  Take care.  We’re off.” 
 
    Colt and I moved away from everyone else.  He summoned a portal.  We stepped into a tunnel of copper-red light and were swept away. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SEVEN 
 
      
 
    “Out-of-focus dreams are best; others 
 
    can’t steal what they can’t see.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Using Colt’s conduit wasn’t the same as a regular magical portal.  The usual kind are static tunnels you walk through, connecting distant points of space within the same temporal dimension.  Colt’s conduit acted more like a living thing; you went in and were hurled almost violently along by an energy stream that dumped you out the other end at high velocity.  I’d traveled with him enough to know this and to catch myself at the other end instead of being turned into a bowling ball. 
 
    Coming out of the copper-red disk, my feet skidded across turf, digging furrows in the garden below my treehouse mansion, in the Dragon’s Eye.  I stopped without falling on my face, but it wasn’t easy.  In contrast, Colt casually stepped out of the disk with no Gee-force at all.  His multi-dimensional portal always took it easy on him. 
 
    My glance slid across flowerbeds where Iris, pansies, snapdragons, and tiger lilies scented the air.  There were also wild crimson roses, petite but beautiful.  Nine-foot cherry trees offered sweet fruit.  A jet-black throne waited near a splashing marble fountain.  Silver vines wrapped the fountain’s basin.   Near the throne, several massive roots surfaced to provide extra seating.  Padded leather cushions were tossed over these like enormous saddles.   
 
    Ride ‘em, cowboy! 
 
    All of the treehouse and gardens were inside a white brick wall.  Beyond lay the great golden plain.  Beyond that lurked a hazy stretch of charcoal forest.  Past that, reared midnight-purple, bruised-looking mountains.  I visualized soaring high over my domain, staring greedily down on a kingdom that would look very much like a dragon’s eye peering back.   
 
    Not too far from this place was a nearby village of refugees I’d taken in.  I had a mountain keep on the border to the Winter Court, but this location served as the official capital that foreign Lords and Ladies visited.   
 
    Seeping up my legs, the energy of my kingdom filled me, a surge of affection. Just being here relaxed and soothed me.  Breathing felt easier. The land welcomed me with her attention.  I felt my tie as a not so distant part of me. 
 
    “Woah, way cool!”  Colt stood transfixed, staring up the bole of the great tree, at the mansion it supported.  The wrap-around rooms and decks looked hand-crafted, though this was all formed by magic.  The main building had diamond-paned windows.  The walls were rare and precious woods, laid in abstract mosaics.   There was a magic-driven lift here that raised a round platform up to the largest deck, but we weren’t going to use it today.  This was just a quick stop on the way to a series of burglaries. 
 
      I went to the throne and placed one hand over the seat.  Closing my eyes, I called to the tie that lay buried a hundred feet down under this marker.  In moments, a yellow crystal tear rose up out of the throne, coming into my hand.  I held it, pouring affection into the stone that linked me to the Land.  I stepped back from the throne.  A midnight green shadow rose out of the throne, sitting on it.  A female shadow with creamy jade eyes.  This was the Poetess aspect of the Goddess, representing the mystery and beauty of the unknown.  She sat there, legs crossed, a smile on her lips. 
 
    Colt came over to stand beside me.  He smiled at the shade.  “Hi there.  I’m Colt Deathwalker.”  He stuck out his hand in manly fashion, apparently not having learned his lesson with Kellyn and Izumi. 
 
    The shade gripped his wrist and tugged him closer as she leaned forward on the throne.  Her arms slid around him as she pressed her forehead to his, their eyes very close.  “There is purity and power in your soul, an innocence rare in any age.  You are not of the land.” 
 
    “I’m from the Red Moon.” 
 
    She smiled.  “You are the angel of the Blood Moon?”  Her face pulled back.  She slanted me a look.  “He is your heir?” 
 
    “He’s my son.  His mother Selene is a former dragon that ascended to goddesshood after horrific ordeals.  You may remember the Crimson Lady’s legendary battle with the Wild Hunt here in Fairy.  She kicked their ass.” 
 
    “Mom says you owe me a dollar for each bad word,” Colt said.   
 
    “Did she really?” I asked. 
 
    “She thought it would keep me in pocket money.” 
 
    I found my wallet, took out a couple hundred dollars, and offered him the cash.  “Let me know when that’s used up.  I’ll give you more.” 
 
    The shade released him from her light embrace so he could take the money.  He snatched it before I could change my mind, and stuffed it into his hoody pocket.  Just because he was “innocent and pure” didn’t mean he was stupid.   
 
    “So, are you going with us on this job?” I asked her. 
 
    “No need.  I’m only here to make sure you know how to align the ties as you find them.” 
 
    “Colt,” I said, “Take the Winter Court tie out of your backpack and hold it in front of you.” 
 
    He did as I asked.  I held my Dragon’s Eye tie out.  The crystals touched with a light clack.  And came apart again, not reacting to each other.  “Okay, so there’s a trick to it.  What do I do?” 
 
    “In your mind, picture a heart-shaped crystal.  Then, loosely hold the ties against each other.  Imagine them sinking into the heart, filling part of it in.  Then channel some of your dragon’s life into the ties.” 
 
    I tried it.  “Nothing.” 
 
    The shade didn’t look surprised.  “It means those two pieces were never touching in the original design.  Don’t be discouraged.  Just keep gathering ties.  Eventually, they will unify.”                 
 
    I nodded, slipping both ties into Colt’s back pack.  “So when all the ties are united, they will shape the crystal heart.  And I can use that to claim all of Fairy.” 
 
    The shade shook her head, a no.  “The Heart won’t be complete.  Remember the splinters of crystal we gave you?  United, they form the tie to the Storm Court.  You were the one that broke that tie.” 
 
    I remembered. The Storm and Autumn Courts had kidnapped Julia, my adopted daughter, to use as a hostage against me.  I had punished them severely for that so no one else would ever go after Julia again.  It had broken the Storm Court, driving hundreds of thousands into madness and death. 
 
    “So, I have to remake the Storm Court tie.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t.  If I were you, I’d hang onto them as bargaining chips.  There may be a few ties that you—with your best efforts—can’t steal.” 
 
    “That’s not very likely.”  Colt’s voice swelled with pride.  “My Dad can steal anything!” 
 
    She smiled at him.  “Never-the-less, there are some very old fey in the Wildlands, steeped in ancient magic, twisted by it until they’re hideously powerful.  Some of these may be used by various Lords and Ladies to safeguard their ties.  You may need to bargain with a lord for his tie.  Ties are the source of their power over their court.  You may have to offer them something more to get the tie.” 
 
    I had a bad feeling about this.  “Like what?” 
 
    She stood, leaving my throne.  “They will give up power for greater power, or at least a chance at it.  Trade a sliver of crystal for the tie.  Tell them those with such tokens will all be given an equal opportunity to impress the Heart-of-the-Land, and claim it all.” 
 
    I sighed.  “I’d prefer a sure thing, with only me in the running.” 
 
    She shrugged.  Then steal every tie without fail, and such a contingency won’t be necessary.” 
 
    “You can do it, Dad,” Colt said.  “I’m helping you, after all.” 
 
    I swung my arm around and settled my hand on his shoulder.  “Then I suppose we should get busy.” 
 
    “Good luck, to both of you.”  Her feet sank into the ground.  She was returning to the earth she’d come from. 
 
    “Hey,” I said.  “How come you’re not talking in rhyme anymore?” 
 
    “I save that for formal occasions.”  The ground was up to her thigh.  For a moment, she and Colt were level, exchanging glances.  She gave his hair a final ruffle.  A moment later, the ground closed over her head. 
 
    Colt furiously brushed his hair back into place.  “Why do people keep doing that?” 
 
    “Your cuteness overwhelms their control.” 
 
    He stared up into my face.  “I’m not cute!  I’m a manly man, like you.  I have a Mustang…and a harem!” 
 
    “Had a harem,” I said.  But the first and only girl you chose turned out to be a psycho killer, and we had to put her down, remember?”  
 
    “You’re right!  I need to get some more.” 
 
    A small, high pitched voice fell out of the sky, “I’m available!”  A tiny pixie fluttered down.  She wore green and tan leathers, and a man’s emerald ring on her head like a crown.  A miniature silver sword was sheathed at her side like a fancy hors d'oeuvre skewer. 
 
    The pixie buzzed past my head, looking over the green agate crown I’d stolen from Reggie.  “Hey, that’s nice.” 
 
    I grinned.  “I only steal the best because I’m worth it.” 
 
    Colt stared at the woman as she zipped around.  His eyes were huge.  “It’s Tinkerbe—” 
 
    “Hell no,” I said.  “Don’t finish that name.  We’ll get sued by Disney over trademark infringement.” 
 
    She settled on Colt’s shoulder and sniffed delicately.  “That’s not my name anyway.  I’m Silverwynd, your father’s chief spy.”  
 
    She was all of six inches in height with clattering wing casings like those of a beetle.  Her translucent wings were prisms, fracturing light into pastel tones when she flew.  The man’s gold ring she wore had a complex rune carved on the emerald, an enchanted item that fortified her, making her harder to kill than a cockroach on steroids.  Her slate-green skin was deigned to blend into forest tones, different from how her kind were often “whitened” by the entertainment media.  And her female figure was realistic, none of that anorexic look popularized by Barbie dolls. 
 
    A crafty look stole over Colt’s face.  “You said you were available?” 
 
    “Always wanted to be pampered in a harem.  What’s the pay?  Do I get a credit card?” 
 
    I suppressed a smile seeing my nine-year-old negotiating for a concubine he’d only pal around with; watching anime, using her to make grilled cheese sandwiches.  He had no idea what a harem was actually for; he was just trying to keep up with his old man. 
 
    I said, “I don’t pay for it.  My harem is with me because I’m irresistible.” 
 
    Lying softly languid in my pants, my somnolent cock muttered sleepily: Because I’m irresistible. 
 
    I felt relief that I and my inner dragon were the only ones who heard him.  If he could enter general conversations, I’d have been slightly embarrassed and hugely annoyed.  Private parts need to stay private. 
 
    I said, “Anyway, she already works for me, Colt.  No poaching my employees.” 
 
    Silverwynd sniffed again.  “If there’s no cash involved, count me out.  I’m saving up for a dowry to one day draw a respectable marriage.” 
 
    “So, what are you doing here?” I asked.  I thought you’d be with your people, helping them settle in at the Dragon’s Eyrie?”  Her people had recently taken oath with me and had moved into the woods surrounding my mountain keep.  
 
    “They’ve got our new village and the winery coming along well.  They don’t need me for that.  And you are paying me.  I thought I’d see if you had any jobs lined up.” 
 
    “Come along with us,” Colt offered. 
 
    “It will be wildly dangerous,” I said. 
 
    “I laugh at danger.  I am the Silverwynd of Justice; my sword knows no fear.” 
 
    Really?   
 
    I smiled.  “We’re going to be stealing ties from the other Lords and Ladies so I can be high king of all Fairy.” 
 
    The little pixie didn’t actually pale with her slate-green complexion, but it was a near thing.  “Steal ties…from all the kingdoms?”  
 
    “We have the blessing of the Land,” I said.  “And others will be doing it if we’re not the first.  A threat to my status as a Lord of Fairy is a threat to those that are sworn to me.” 
 
    She put her tiny hand on the hilt of her tiny sword.  Fire flashed in her hard stare.  “We have our own place Under-the-Hill once more.  I will let no one take that away.” 
 
    I nodded approval at her courage. 
 
    “If we’re all going together,” I said, “I’m going to need a new spell to make it work.” 
 
    Colt nodded.  “The new barrier spell so we can all travel into the land after the ties.” 
 
    “Yeah, you guys don’t have my bi-location spell or experience with tie energy navigation.”  The pattern of my barrier spell wrote itself out on my chest.  I added to it, blending in details from a pocket dimension spell I’d recently been playing with.  By transferring part of our physical natures into a fabricated pocket dimension—the kind used by Time Lord phone booths—I thought I could pull it off. 
 
    Doctor Who has nothing on me. 
 
    I added a deck inside the protective shell and expanded the whole thing for group comfort. 
 
    “This is a new, untested spell?” Silverwynd asked. 
 
    “Always a first time,” I said.  “You in or out?” 
 
    She sighed, knelt on Colt’s shoulder, and gripped his hoodie tightly.  Her wings folded against her back, vanishing under the hinged casing.  “Fine, but if you get me killed, I’m going to be very pissed.  Just so you know!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “All my risks are calculated.  
 
    I take them anyway.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    The Dragon’s Eye domain had been a left over, amoeba-like scrap of the Land before I’d claimed it, a sprawl that served as a buffer zone between other people’s kingdoms.  A lot of it still served that purpose, flowing out from the central domain I’d shaped here.  That meant I could focus and know when people were traveling abroad.  I could interfere with such movements if I wanted, though that would just piss everyone off and bring me trouble faster.   
 
    It also meant that—with just a little thought—I could appear without warning on any kingdom’s border. 
 
    Magic is good stuff. 
 
    Concentrating, I channeled golden dragon lifeforce into the shadow-drawn pattern on my chest.  A red shell of light appeared around me, Colt, and Silverwynd.  The shell had an inner floor so we didn’t slide around on the ball’s inner curve.  I redirected my golden magic to the Demon Wings tat inked across my upper shoulders.  A minor change in my shield spell tied it into the You-Don’t-See-Me spell.   This meant those in the shell didn’t need to keep physical contact to see each other.  The cloaking spell would only affect those outside the barrier. 
 
    I explained this to Colt and Silverwynd. 
 
    “Cool,” Colt said. 
 
    “Okay, I’m feeling better about these snatch-and-run missions,” she said.  “Who are we going after first?” 
 
    “The stronger courts first.  If I do this right, I don’t have to fight them all for what I want.”   
 
    Not counting the Storm Court, I made a mental list of the ones I still needed: Summer Court, Autumn Court, Phoenix Court, Nightmare and Dream Courts, Shadow Court, the Phantom Court, Bone Court, Thorn Court. And then I go for the tie of the Wildlands which have no allegiances to any court. 
 
    “Summer’s first, the strongest of the courts of light.”  I closed my eyes and concentrated on the green agate crown I wore.  As if my nervous system were extending from my body, through my land, to all the others, I felt the heart-like throbs of the remaining ties.  Somehow, their varied energies crossed my tongue with assorted flavors: maple, cinnamon, lime tartness, brackish shadow, the iron of blood, the dry dust of decay…and others not quite as definable. 
 
    I focused on warm honey, the flavor of summer, isolating it from the others, and opened my eyes.   
 
    My land at my back, ahead, through the red tinting of my barrier, I saw the Summer Lands: muddy mauve fields and wild flowers rolling forever under a bright purple bowl of sky.  Clumps of trees formed woodland parks.  Nowhere did I see fey villages.  I heard bird song and crickets rubbing legs.  And a stir of wind lifted a storm of white butterflies into the air.   
 
    Wearing the crown, I sensed the Summer Court tie.  I willed the red sphere to roll like an armored vehicle toward it.  We zipped through the grass at high speed.  As we traveled, I focused on the landscape, prodding it to sweep us toward our goal.  It was a risk.  While my magic should shield us, the odd stirring of the land—apparently on its own—could arouse suspicion.   
 
    “I could just portal us directly there,” Colt said. 
 
    “If our movements draw attention,” I said, “we may do just that.  I want to give stealth a chance first.  Just settle down and enjoy the ride.  Should just be an hour or two.” 
 
    We splashed across a shallow creek, and continued, sliding through a few of the woodland sections as they got in our way.  In one of them, nymphs were dancing round their trees, singing to pan pipe playing satyrs, cutting up the turf with sharp hooves.  None of them gave us a glance which told me my cloaking spell was working. 
 
    As we went deeper into the Summer Lands, the hills became more pronounced.  They looked like giant grass covered bumps, like prehistoric monsters had lain down for naps and become buried by time and maybe magic.  It was a fanciful thought that I hoped wasn’t true.  Fairy had the power to surprise over and over, no matter how long you lived here, and could even weave thoughts into reality.  I preferred Fairy without dinosaurs. 
 
    Eventually, we passed plastered cottages, and shops.  Fey commoners wandered about their business, many carrying barrels and boxes.  There were carts drawn by oxen and mules.  Smiles were everywhere.  The population didn’t act like they suffered much under the rule of the Summer Court. 
 
    We rose uphill, slowing, and approached a ridge lined with stone villas.  The buildings were made from pink and white marble, brick walled for privacy.  The place was laid out so the aristocratic community could only be accessed by a single, wide gate that had a guardhouse beside it.  Sitting in the shade of his shack, the guard guzzled from a wine bag. 
 
    Total slacker.  They must not get many serious threats. 
 
    I stopped the sphere just outside the posts of the open gate.  They concerned me more than the guard.  There were runes of power etched in the pillars.  I pointed them out to Colt.   
 
    “Spell warded.  Going through may or may not set off an alarm.” 
 
    “How close are we to the tie?” Silverwynd asked. 
 
    “Very close.”  I looked up to the top of the hill altering my eyes to enhance their focus.  A palace squatted there; part pantheon, part pavilion: a lot of white pillars and unwalled chambers.  The lower villas broke below the crest, flowing around, cupping the very top, not at all hiding its splendor.  This whole area had the feel of an exhibit, laid out to impress visitors. 
 
    “I sense the tie inside the hill, under the palace.” 
 
    “Then let’s go for it!” Colt said. 
 
    “Sure.”  I willed the sphere to roll through the gate.  As we passed the pillars, the etched symbols warmed with a washed out ginger ale color.  We cleared the gate and the symbols faded, never having quite decided if there was a threat present or not.  The brief stirring of power escaped the guard’s attention. 
 
    Must be some good wine.  After our visit here, they’ll probably flog him to death with a wineskin. 
 
    “This is too easy,” Silverwynd said. 
 
    “The weakness of arrogance,” I said.  “They can’t imagine someone stealing from so strong a lord.  Therefore, they will not have taken formidable precautions.  Once word gets around about what’s happening, defenses will get tighter, tougher.” 
 
    Our red sphere rolled past the villas, many of them guarded with stone statues of fierce griffins, manticores, and chimeras.  They wore gemmed collars.  I was familiar with this type of defense.  The magic of the collars could bring the statues to life should an unwanted presence try to break in.  From here on, we’d probably find things a little harder.   
 
    Operating the red sphere, powering its motion with magic, took a toll on me.  I had unnatural vitality from being half royal dragon as well as half Villager, but I was going to need a break after this job.  It was a good thing I had my nine-year-old son along for heavy lifting. 
 
    The road inside the gate turned to yellow brick.  I followed it straight to a sharp climb up the hill, but instead of going higher, I activated the special multi-spatial feature built into the red sphere.  It went from impenetrable to intangible, carrying us along as it rolled straight into the hillside. 
 
    The passing earth obscured the shell.  Silverwynd clung to Colt, closing her eyes.  Colt grabbed onto me, letting his hands assure him I was still there.  All I saw was passing dirt, the roots of some plants, and an earthworm or two.  This wasn’t quite blind navigation—the sense of the tie brought by my stolen crown guided me, as did the occasional swirl of golden energy in the earth, produced by the tie. 
 
    After a while, I judged we had to be under some part of the palace.  When the dirt fell behind us and we floated out into a dark space, I knew it was true.  The place wasn’t lightless; our sphere cast out a red glow we could see by, one magically shielded not to bring attention.   
 
    I shifted us back into corporeal form slowly, causing the sphere to drift easily down to a stone floor.  There were no torches, but every dozen feet, a topaz crystal had been embedded in the walls, creating spaced pockets of light separated by areas of gloom.  The walls went up ten feet.  A high roof hung up there twice that distance. 
 
    There was no sign our invasion was known. 
 
    “Silverwynd, open your eyes,” I said. 
 
    She did.  “Where are we?  Some kind of dungeon?” 
 
    Colt let go of me.  He shifted inside the shell, looking around. 
 
    I pointed up into the air, over a wall.  “Silverwynd, you’re chief spy.  Go take a look and tell me.”  
 
    She opened the beetle shell casings covering her wings and gave them a fast flutter.  Leaping from Colt’s shoulder, she flew up to the top of the sphere and passed through it since the barrier had been keyed to all of us.  She’d only need my help getting back in. 
 
    Colt and I watched her shoot up and over a wall, into the dark beyond.  We waited.  A minute later, she whizzed back our way.  I made a mental adjustment to the shell to readmit her.  She returned to Colt’s shoulder. 
 
    “You won’t frickin’ believe it!” she said. 
 
    “Is frickin’ a cuss word?”  Colt’s eyes held a mild gleam of avarice.   He was prepared to fine Silverwynd as well as me. 
 
    “Of course not,” Silverwynd said.  “I’m a lady.” 
 
    “So, where are we?” I asked.  “Dungeon?” 
 
    “No, a labyrinth.  An underground maze of passages.  There may or may not be monsters.  I didn’t see any, but I didn’t go too far ahead either.” 
 
     I asked, “From up there, did it look like there might be a central spot that was open, where something valuable might be kept.” 
 
    She stared at me.  “How did you know?” 
 
    The Summer Lord isn’t going to let something so precious lay around with no protection at all.  That clear, central section is where we’ll find the tie.”  The feeling I had through the crown confirmed it. 
 
    I shifted us intangible again, except for the part of the sphere on the bottom where we needed just a little friction to move.  We rolled ahead, passed through a wall, into a new corridor.  The sphere kept going, driven by my will and my magic.  We ghosted through several corridors and numberless walls until breaking out into a large open pace. 
 
    And, yes indeed, there was a monster in the maze.  Not the minotaur of Greek legend, but something equally ugly and mean looking. 
 
    “Oh, my gosh!” Colt’s voice vibrated with excitement. 
 
    “Frick me blind!” Silverwynd said. 
 
    I would have said snake—giant albino python—but it had eight, triple-jointed, stilt-like spider legs to hold its body aloft.  The head reminded me of a lamprey eel.  The pink eyes with the round black pupils passed us without stopping.  The cloaking spell was doing its job.  It had a forked, red tongue several yards long that flickered out, tasting the air.  If it had all of the usual snake traits, there would be thermal sensors in the snout to detect heat. 
 
    There were piles of white bone that looked like they might once have belonged to some kind of pig.  The monster’s keepers probably chased a few in here regularly to keep the monster alive.  I wondered if they also had to come in here once and while to wash away the monster shit. 
 
     “It’s wearing a collar,” I said.  “If we take it out, the owner will probably know at once.  The jig will be up.” 
 
    “So, what are you going to do?” Colt asked. 
 
    “Full intangible mode.  We’re going to roll straight through that thing, onto the circular dais beyond.”  The dais had a ramp you could walk—or roll—up, and a four-foot column in its middle.  A vee-shaped tangerine crystal glittered under a glass dome. 
 
    Consulting my crown confirmed that this was in fact the tie, not a glamoured copy meant to confuse would-be thieves.   
 
    Piece of cake.   
 
    The sphere rolled on.  We went between sets of legs, under the white belly, and up the dais.  The red sphere absorbed the pillar.  I stopped us.  Colt looked at the pillar from inches away, as did I.  He reached up toward the glass cover. 
 
    “No,” I said.  “Look at the column first.  See if there are any magical runes.  It could be enspelled so an alarm goes off.” 
 
    Silverwynd fluttered aloft and circled the dome, peering through to the flat top of the column the tie rested on.  “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    I moved around the column, checking its sides.  “Me either, but experience tells me there’s something.  Fey are by nature too sneaky for there not to be a last joker in the deck.” 
 
    In the back shadows of my mind, scales rustled.  Golden dragon eyes opened.  Let me take a look. 
 
    My dragon did have a special sense for magical items.  An appraising sense for the value of things, and the quality of magic.  He used my eyes, but adjusted them so that I picked up more of the light spectrum than humans normally use.  Like writing in the air, I saw spectral tags appear with dragon symbols attached. 
 
    Transport spell.  My inner dragon gave me back control of my eyeballs, and the spectral tags vanished.  If any of us touch the glass, the whole dais will jump to the throne room above, and we’ll have a very pissed off Summer Lord to deal with. 
 
    “Colt, open a portal inside the sphere.  This is the part where we snatch the prize and run like hell.” 
 
    “Ah!  So, it’s safe then.”  Silverwynd landed on top of the glass dome, activating the transportation spell.   
 
    “Fuck!” I said. 
 
    The labyrinth vanished.  A bright lit throne room appeared around us.  I saw a huge throne with a bull of a man seated there.  He wore a gold-thread toga and a golden crown with yellow diamonds.  His eyes wide with rage, blinding light gathered to his body, coruscating over him.  His flame-wrapped hands came up.  Then a wall of sun-fire slammed into our red-shell barrier. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    NINE 
 
      
 
    “I kill for revenge and commerce, 
 
    seldom for pity, but I can’t rule it out.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    At dragon speed, my hand a blur, I punched through the glass dome on the pillar and seized the tie.  For a moment, I thought that the sun-fire of the Summer Lord had sizzled through the barrier and was engulfing us, but the copper-red light was Colt’s portal opening inside the shell.  I felt myself sucked down its hungry maw and swallowed.  Off balance, flailing, I tumbled through the new light and found myself spit out the other end of the conduit.   
 
    I hit a stone floor, bounced, rolled, skidded into a half turn, and crashed into a wall which stopped me.  A mixed blessing there; it added to my bruises.  Somehow, through all that, the green agate crown remained in place on my head.  I think it was magically keeping itself in place. 
 
    Colt stepped out of the portal with none of the theatrics I’d endured.  The conduit liked him.  Clinging to his collar, Silverwynd seemed fine as well.  Behind them, the portal collapsed into a copper-red star-point, and then was gone.  Still gripping the Summer Land tie, I stood up and walked toward Colt.  He was grinning. 
 
    I was half way to him when my name was called from the shadows to the side.  I stopped and looked.  There was a figure chained to a wall.  Near him was a wooden table with various curious tools on display.  Implements of torture.  Many of them with dried blood on them. 
 
    Now that’s just sad.  A torturer needs to take enough pride in his workmanship to keep his tools clean. 
 
    “What is it, Dad?” 
 
    “Stay there,” I said.   
 
    A good father doesn’t let his son see such slothful neglect. 
 
    It was Reggie on the wall.  His voice had been thinned with pain and tiredness, but still recognizable—but not his face.  Someone had blackened both eyes and broken his nose.  His lower lip was puffy and split.  Odd that he hadn’t healed the damage already.  His looks didn’t get better as I approached.  His pants were down and his balls were tied off with a rubber band.  I hadn’t thought there were rubber bands in Fairy. 
 
    Must be Izumi’s work. 
 
    It was easy to figure out the next step in Kellyn’s rehabilitation of this prisoner.  The perfect cure for recidivism, the penalty of castration did fit the crime of rape.   
 
    Still, being a man myself—much better endowed, of course—I couldn’t help a little sympathy. 
 
    “You can’t let her do this to me,” Reggie begged.  “It isn’t right.  I was Lord here when I took the wench.  That means it was my right—not a crime.  A monarch’s will is law.” 
 
    “The problem is, a monarch’s will is law.  And it’s the queen who’s doing this to you.  If you had the right of power then, she does now.  Sad for you, but what can you do?” 
 
    “But my balls?  That is going too far!”  
 
    I sighed.  There’s never a wolf in a steel trap that doesn’t blame the trap for his pain, not his greed. 
 
    Silverwynd fluttered down onto my shoulder.  She stared at the prisoner.  “Oh, freck!  What a mess.  What the hell did he do?” 
 
    “Forced himself on Queen Kellyn and didn’t leave her happy.  I’m surprised she hasn’t raped his ass with a hot poker yet.  Maybe she’s saving that for tomorrow.” 
 
    Silverwynd’s voice went shrill with rage.  “He forced a woman?  When’s the castration.  I want to watch.  Can there be hungry dogs to throw his balls to?  A chew-toy like that shouldn’t go to waste.” 
 
    Colt appeared next to me.  “Dad, what’s going on?” 
 
    “I told you to wait over there.” 
 
    “Oh, please, I help Mom with her dissections all the time.  This is nothing.” 
 
    Yeah, the kid’s used to hanging out in dungeons, probably why his portal landed us here. 
 
    “What is wrong with you people?” Reggie cried.  “Damn, my head hurts.” 
 
    “I get it,” I said.  “You can’t heal without dying to trigger the regeneration.  Want me to do you a favor and put a bullet in your head?” 
 
    He thought about it a second.  “No, I’m good.  This way, maybe I can move Kellyn’s heart to pity.” 
 
    “It’s a good plan,” I said.  “After torturing you a few years as a ballless eunuch, I’m sure she’ll tire of things and let you go.” 
 
    Despite his damaged eyes, he struggled to focus on my face.  “After a few years?” 
 
    “You really pissed her off.” 
 
    “Hey!” Reggie yelled.  “You’re wearing my crown.” 
 
    “Sorry, my crown now.  You just keep crossing the wrong people.  Anyone ever tell you not to pick fights you can’t win?” 
 
    I turned Colt around and pushed him into motion.  “Let’s go see Izumi and Kellyn.  You can tell them about our adventure while I eat a roasted cow or something.” 
 
    “You won’t get away with this!” Reggie yelled.  “None of you will.  I will have my revenge.” 
 
    Riding on my shoulder, Silverwynd gave a contemptuous snort.  “He wants to take revenge on other people for their taking revenge on him?” 
 
    “Vendetta, the Circle of Death,” I said.  “The gift that keeps on giving.” 
 
    We found the dungeon door and pounded on it. A surprised guard opened it and peered in.  I pushed him back and led the way out into a stone hallway.   
 
    The fey furrowed his brow, pointing inside the dungeon.  “When did you go…” 
 
    “Don’t sweat it,” I said.  “Warlock, remember.  We make the impossible seem easy.  I’m checking in with Izumi and Kellyn.  Know where they are?” 
 
    “No, Lord Caine.” 
 
    “We’ll find them.”  I led Colt along.  Silverwynd fluttered off my shoulder, swooping along in our wake.  We passed a few intersections and found a staircase to take us up.  “This looks likely.”  I led the way up.  We reached the next landing and started up another flight.   
 
    Smelling the musty, dusty scent of shadow magic—not my own—I threw out my arm, stopping Colt beside me.   
 
    He looked at me, a question in his eyes. 
 
    I pointed a few feet up the stairs at a black star-point of unnatural light, a radiant darkness perceived by how it swallowed the light touching it.  The shadow-light expanded like a portal, becoming a disk blocking the stairs.  I felt a difference in air pressure that created a wind tugging me toward the disk.  Silverwynd flew into the back of my neck, and gripped my collar to anchor her from being swept in. 
 
    “What is it?” Colt asked. 
 
    I held out a PX4 Storm semi-automatic, ready to fire.  “In coming.” 
 
    A man stepped through with a teenage version of my face.   This wasn’t my father, unless he was visiting me out of time.  He wore black denim jeans, black leather wrist cuffs, boots, and was “cut” like a gym maniac, apparent through the powder-blue thermal tee shirt he wore.  He saw the gun pointed at him and raised an eyebrow at it.   
 
    “Going to shoot me?” 
 
    “Depends.  Are you one of Selene’s escaped clones of me?”  I asked. 
 
    “I’m your younger brother.”   
 
    “A full brother?” I thought of the half-brother I’d killed in Tartarus. 
 
    For a moment, his pupils distorted, going from round to vertical slits edged in gold.  “You made Mother cry.  I ought to kick your scrawny midget ass.” 
 
    I lifted an eyebrow of my own.  My finger itched to squeeze the trigger.  “Excuse me, what part of me is a midget?  We look the same size.” 
 
    “Your soul is very small, shrimp, and for the record, I’m nearly two inches taller than you.” 
 
    “I’ll put that on your tombstone.”  I gave him my scariest smile, one I had practiced for hours—while drinking—imagining meeting my daughter Julia’s future boyfriends.   
 
    The black vortex behind him spat out another person, a girl who looked younger than him. She had my mother’s face, and wore a one-piece hooded suit of saffron yellow that did nothing for her too pale complexion.  Black stripes went down the outside of her legs, matching black boots.  A belt of nylon mesh cinched her waist, holding a number of tools, knives, and weapons.   
 
    She held a titanium katana with a straight blade.  The hilt was wrapped in black leather.  She carried the sword horizontally in front of her, stretched across palms sheathed in black leather, fingerless gloves.  It was the way you’d present a gift, not offer an attack. 
 
    Passing him, she glared at her companion.  “Chill the ‘roid-rage, Knucklehead.  Like you didn’t hurt Mom by running off to play trans-dimensional hero these last few years.” 
 
    “Let me handle this, Sis!” 
 
    “You’re not that smart.  Our long-lost big bro is entitled to his feelings.  Our parents did abandon him.” 
 
    “Yeah, but Dad explained that.”  Knucklehead stabbed a finger my way.  “He needs to just get over being butt-hurt.” 
 
    That did it.  I pulled the trigger twice.  The gun bucked in my hand.   
 
    Loosing substance for a moment, the girl flickered like a golden flame and so did the sword.  There were sparks as the blade deflected my bullets off to the side.  She froze in front of her brother, eyes wary.   
 
    Now, she held the katana like a weapon—one she knew how to use. 
 
    I gave her my best look-of-surprised-innocence.  “Oops, thought the safety was on.”   
 
    Heh, heh! 
 
    Knucklehead wasn’t the only one with a protector.  Colt slid in front of me.  Though he did his best, the nine-year-old was a little small for a human shield.  
 
    The air flushed with ozone, copper-red light strobed savagely as ropes of lightning wound around his arms and hands.  The back of his hoodie shredded as two-foot dragon wings jutted up out of his back.  His hands became claws.   
 
    Okay, now he’s convincing.  I guess he really wanted to try out that partial shifting I showed him.  Wings should be a little longer. 
 
    His child’s voice had changed as well, a gruff rumble of threat.  “I won’t let you hurt my dad.” 
 
    The girl stared at him.  “You’re not supposed to be in this timeline.” 
 
    “Go away!” Colt shouted. 
 
    “Fine, but take this first.”  Hilt first, she held the katana out to me.  It looked like a descent sword.  I wondered why she didn’t want it. 
 
    “Making up for missing my past birthdays?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s your sword, idiot,” Knucklehead said.  “The one Dad gave you in the Villager dimension.  You went off and left it there.” 
 
    “Say what?  I think I’d remembered being given a titanium katana.  Never saw it before.” 
 
    Colt turned a little, looking up at me.  “Dad, I was there at the underground river with you.  You had that sword then.  That’s why you gave me your old demon sword.” 
 
    “I gave you that sword?  He hasn’t just been hiding from me?” 
 
    In the back shadows of my mind, scales scraped, coils slithered.  My inner dragon opened golden eyes to stare at me.  Yeah, that’s the sword your father gave us.  He bribed you to take it, remember? 
 
    “No, I don’t remember.”  Why don’t I? “I have no memory of ever getting that sword.” 
 
    “The Enemy!”  Her eyes narrowed.  “It’s an attempt to reweave the future time-lines, weakening you in the strongest probability.” Taking another step, she pushed the sword toward me.  “Please, trust me.  You need this weapon.  Someone is bending time to steal it from you.” 
 
    Mine!  My dragon said.  No one takes what is mine from me. 
 
    I reached over Colt, grabbed the hilt, and pulled the blade back to me.  The grip fit my hand perfectly, like it had been forged for me alone.  I stared at the hilt.  “What I’m most concerned with is how a specific memory was taken from a battlefield along with the sword. I’m not susceptible to vampire thrall or your average compulsion spell.” 
 
    “Mom, can find out,” Colt said.   
 
    “Not smart,” I said.  “Once your mom gets to playing with people, she doesn’t always know when to stop.  I could wind up with an extra set of balls.” 
 
    I heard a clatter of armored fey approaching from behind me.  I realized that Silverwynd must have flown off to get reinforcements, telling them the castle was invaded. 
 
    My younger brother put a hand on my little sister’s shoulder, pulling her back.  “Time to go.  We’ve done what we were supposed to.” 
 
    “But I want to…”   
 
    Her words dwindled away as silver-clad guards rushed up the stairs behind me.   
 
    She smiled bravely, misty eyed.  “Good to finally meet you, big brother.  I’m sorry for so much, for never knowing…  I wish there were time, but there’s not.  You have worlds to save.  I’ll let you get on with it.” 
 
    One of the fey warriors yelled.  “Surrender yourselves in the name of the Queen!” 
 
    She and Knucklehead backed into their black vortex.  It swallowed them.  The disk compressed to a black star that guttered out midair. 
 
    I could see the empty stairs beyond.  It seemed like more was being lost.  I gripped the katana blade tightly.  Too tightly, slicing a palm.  Blood trickled down the titanium blade. 
 
    Colt returned to his normal self, and even his shredded hoody rewove the tears, making repairs.   
 
    I advanced, climbing the stairs.  My little sister’s golden eyes haunted me through the climb. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TEN 
 
      
 
    “Your best dreams are nightmares 
 
    when that’s all you know.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I checked in with Izumi, finding her in a room of her own, one with a hand-carved cradle near the bed.  There was a wet bar, and an icebox, the original kind that didn’t use electricity; you just threw in a block of ice every now and then, and drained the melted water.  The stone walls were covered in tapestries of a mythical battle: an ice white dragon spread wings, swooping down on elven armies from the heart of a winter storm.  The dragon’s breath was white cloud.  Where it passed, still, bloody death remained. 
 
    “Beautiful,” I said. 
 
    Izumi moved up behind me, giving me a hug, her hands locking in front of me.  “I had them commissioned a few years ago.  They represent you and me against the world.” 
 
    Against her world.   
 
    The implication was that I had become her world.  I made a point of not showing my deep insight.  She’d expect some maudlin pronouncement of affection from me.  Give in once, and women expect it regularly.  And there’s no need; I cherish all my possessions, on a sliding scale of value.   
 
    Love is mysterious, on the edge of unfathomable, and not always needed if the sex is good. 
 
    “Where’s Colt?” she asked. 
 
    “Getting acquainted with your mom,” I said.  “I told him I needed a nap, that I’d be back for him in three or four hours.” 
 
    She let go, turning me to face her.  I didn’t resist, but I did take care in handling the titanium katana so I wouldn’t accidentally cut her.   I needed to get a proper sheath and some leather straps for it so I could war the thing.  For now, I stretched it out beside me and left it point down, leaning against the wall.  I settled the agate crown over the pommel, letting it catch on the handguard. 
 
    Izumi’s ice-white hair fell loosely down her back, her glamour abandoned so her eyes were no longer Japanese.  On Earth, she passed as a Japanese snow-women, a supernatural with the same icy powers as a winter fey.  It was one of the reasons she’d managed to escape Fairy’s attention for so long—and the arranged marriage her mom had once tried to force on her with a frost giant. 
 
    She pushed me back into a tapestry, pressing into me, her lips seeking mine.  Her breath and mouth burned with cold, frosting my tongue.  She said, “There’s something about being pregnant that makes me want you—desperately.”  She kissed me again.  “Urgently.”   
 
    She began stripping off my clothes.  Baring my chest, she planted a string of kissing down my heart.   
 
    I let the backpack with the ties swing from my hand, to the floor.  I’d been planning to see if any of the pieces fit yet, but it could wait.  Izumi couldn’t.   
 
    As she stripped off the last of my clothes, I scooped her up and carried her toward the queen-sized bed. 
 
     It had a blanket on it, a repeat of the ice-dragon motif, but this dragon was female, coiling around a nest of shattered trees, preening herself as she sheltered three large dragon eggs.  The maternal themes would only get worse as time went on.  It was a good thing I was starting a war with most of Fairy; the follow through was going to keep me preoccupied with affairs of state for a good while.  I was glad that males were not required at baby showers.  I had no doubt Izumi was going to introduce that customer here. 
 
    I eased Izumi onto the bed and stepped back.  Recreational sex with an ice fey had inherent risks.  Izumi knew this.  She didn’t question the delay as I slid shadow cross my skin, forming a spell pattern to invoke my dragon fire.  Once formed, I washed the pattern with golden dragon lifeforce.  The shadow writing warmed.  The rest of me followed. 
 
    The idea wasn’t to burst into flames, but to raise my body temperature to the point where I wouldn’t frost over or be turned into a human popsicle should Izumi lose control in an organismic frenzy.   
 
    Nothing kills intimacy faster than a frozen cock snapping off in use.   
 
    I shuddered at the mental image. 
 
    Izumi’s arms took me in as I lowered myself to her.  I lost myself, taking pleasure, using my woman as she was meant to be used.  Nor was she shy rolling me onto my back, pinning me down, and descending on me, sheathing my happy cock in her moist, velvet depths.  As she rode me, breasts swaying, her magic uncoiled and iced the air heavily.  My dragon heat thawed the ice so that beads of dew jeweled our skin.  Soon, our motion dislodged the beads creating trickles.  The bed dampened under me. 
 
    She leaned in, grinding on me.   
 
    I reached up and grabbed her breasts, deforming them with my grip.  I licked her right nipple, nibbled, and trailed kisses to the left breast, giving it similar attention.  She moaned and gasped, then tightened on me in her first wave of climax.  She went rigid, squeezing, and then wilted on me.   
 
    I rolled her onto her back and resumed my stroked, steady, relentless, demanding.  In my head, I hear the voice of my cock: Oh, no!  we’re not done yet, babe. 
 
    She lay panting, her whole rocking, her breasts surging up her torso and back down again as I pounded into her, a tight fit.  Selene, a dragon goddess, my were-kitties, and my day-walker lover would still be keeping up with me, fey like Izumi were less tough, more like humans.  This was going to leave bruises, but it had in the past, and she’d always worn them as badges of honor.  If she wanted me to stop, I would, but until she said something… 
 
    Her hands came up, caressing my arms as I leaned on the bed.  Her eyes were focused once again.  “Keep…going.  I’m getting close…again.” 
 
    You got it, lady. 
 
    Pressure built.  My scrotum tightened.  My balls shrieked in triumphant joy, unloading.  I filled Izumi’s cold depths with my scalding cum.  Embracing her hard, locked like a statue, I felt her tightening on me, a new series of contractions fusing us into one being.  I grunted.  She screamed, a piercing stab of sound that rang my ears.  I sagged on top of her, temporarily spent.   
 
    In recent years, my body had toughened, my bones thickening, growing denser, heavier. Izumi could have complained, but didn’t.  Instead, she wrapped her arms over my ribs and breathed words into my ear: “I love you.” 
 
    I mumbled soft, inarticulate sounds, letting her make what she would of them.  Knowing she had all I could give, she didn’t demand clarity.   
 
    After a moment, I slid to the side so she could breathe more fully.  We held each other, eyes closing, drifting away together into realms of sleep. 
 
      
 
    Kimberly met my gaze.  Her heart-shaped face framed by a loose fall of brunette hair.  Her eyes were her strongest features.  They swelled, becoming crystal moons of amethyst.  Their depths tugged at me, portals into mystery.  Her voice came, a gentle wind: “We are coming.  We will be there soon.” 
 
    Since it was a dream, my golden dragon floated in darkness with me, his coils like armor around my nakedness.  He dwarfed me of course, his eyes giant golden pearls, stray jags of lightning dancing on his polished scales.  His wings fanned slowly at full extension. 
 
    This is not just a dream.  It really is Kimberly, he said. 
 
    She’d once hired me to find a missing dreamstone stolen from her fey mistress, the Queen of the Dreams.  Kimberly was human, a seer in training that had been adopted by the Oracle.  When I knew her, Kimberly could see several minutes into the future at any time.  I wondered how far ahead she see now. 
 
    I asked her, “Who is we?” 
 
    “My mistress, the Oracle of Dreams, and the Queen of the Shadow Lands.” 
 
    As if I were suddenly seeing clairvoyantly, the darkness fell away; waves of white swirled between us, winds heavy with snow.  She rode a horse that had a kind of wrap around its body.  The animal looked unhappy being the first to cut a path through the drifts.  Canyon walls rose to either side of her party.   
 
    Behind her rode the shadow queen, the fey peasant I’d set on the throne of the Shadow Lands after deposing—killing—the old queen.  She looked much as I remembered, maybe a new hardness in face and eyes that comes from making hard decisions.  Dressed in black furs, she huddled on a black horse that might have been solidified darkness.  Under that fur, I sensed the black diamond necklace that was the tie to the Shadow Lands. 
 
    Last in line, a total contrast to the shadow queen, rode a woman with blind eyes that looked like opals.  She wore white robes and a rabbit-fur cloak, making her a ghost in the storm. A moonstone bounced against her slight chest as her horse’s plodding rocked her in the saddle.   
 
    The Oracle, the Mistress of the Dream Marches. 
 
    I wondered if all three were bringing me their ties. It would certainly simplify things a little.  I also found it odd that they came into potentially enemy territory without guards.  This had the feel of a secret summit meeting. 
 
    As my focus centered on the Oracle, her head turned, blind eyes locking onto me.  Her thoughts found me in my dream: Exactly right, young man. We will each your gates soon.  Hopefully, your hospitality will not be lacking. 
 
    Release me from this dream, and I will see to it. 
 
    She made a shooing away motion with one hand, and the darkness returned.  I was alone with my golden dragon.  Then he faded out, and I sat up in bed, Izumi asleep next to me.  Letting her remain asleep, I moved carefully, sliding off the bed, scooping up my clothes.  They smelled.  I reconsidered putting them on, dropping them by the bed. I went to an armoire and opened the doors.  Most of the hanging clothes were Izumi’s, but a couple of my suits were there, too.  I took one out and a pair of steel-toed boots in the bottom of the armoire.  No socks.  I sighed.   
 
    Izumi had let a few things fall through the cracks, obsessed with her future motherhood.  I wondered if she’d move on with the kid and forget me entirely now my purpose as royal impregnator was served.   
 
    I set the suit on the edge of the bed and went to a washstand with a ceramic bowl.  I filled it from a jug of water, setting the jug aside. My body heat was still jacked by the Dragon Fire spell I was running on low.  I focused and flowed the heat into my hands, increasing the burn.  I plunged my hands into the water.  Submerged, I watched them glow red, setting the water to boil.  I killed the spell and used the heated water to sluice sweat off my body, wishing for body wash—something else that was missing.  Well, these were new quarters for us.  Doubtless, Izumi would get things sorted out soon. 
 
    I did find a stack of fluffy towels.  I used one to dry off, then dressed, slipping the back pack on over my coat.  After stamping into my boots, I grabbed my straight katana from it’s lean against the wall.  I took the crown off the hilt and settled it on my head.  Titanium blade in hand, I let myself out into the hall.  A passing maid eyed the sword nervously, and bowed with respect.  “Is there anything I can help my lord or lady with?” 
 
    “Izumi’s asleep.  I think we can let get her rest.  There is one thing: go to Queen Kellyn’s quarters.  She needs to be informed that we have royal visitors approaching the main gates.  She will want to be on hand to greet the Oracle of the Dream Marshes and the Queen of the Shadow Court.” 
 
    Lifting her head, the maid’s eyes went wide with excitement.  “Yes, my lord, I will attend to it at once.”   
 
    She ran off without asking how I knew these things.  Then again, fey aristocracy were often mysterious and inscrutable, when they weren’t being petty and vindictive.  The maid knew better than to ask.  Hired help was often turned into toads for lesser offenses. 
 
    I hurried on, coming across a roving guard in silver chainmail who saluted, one hand on the hilt of his silver sword.  “You’re with me,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “Escort me to the throne room.  Then get an honor guard together.  Also, send word to the main gate that we have a small party of royals coming in.  We’re going to need escorts for them, rooms, and food.  The queen should be joining us, soon.” 
 
    The guard lengthened his stride, hurrying with the burden of command I’d placed upon him.  My displeasure might only earn him a bullet.  If he failed his queen, instead of impressing her with his diligence, she’d freeze him solid and kick him out into the storm to await a spring thaw. 
 
    Kellyn was no one to mess with. 
 
    No fey queen or king suffered fools lightly. 
 
    How I’d survived them all this long amazed me. 
 
    As we went, my guard swept up others.  He gave orders, sending them off.  By the time we reached the throne room.  The guards were falling into ranks.  Assorted aristocrats were arriving with an air of haste and excitement. 
 
    The royal chamberlain approached me.  “You say we are receiving royalty?  No one informed me of any state visits.” 
 
    “Last minute thing, I think.  It’s the Queen of Shadows and of Dreams.” 
 
    “So much to do…!” he hobbled off, leaning on his staff of office. 
 
    Kellyn joined me near her throne.  She’d been close enough to overhear.  She seated herself, every hair in place, crown balanced on her head.  She wore a jeweled white leather bodice with pale blue skirts that covered her legs and the base of the throne like a billow of shadowed snow.  
 
    Her smile had a predatory quality as she turned it on me.  “Embarrass me in front of my peers, and I will carve your heart out.  After all, you have given my daughter a child.  You are less valuable to me, than to her.” 
 
    Colt walked over, yawning, rubbing sleep from his eyes.  He held a small cherry tart some kitchen worker must have given him.  “What’s going on?” he asked. 
 
    “Your new grandmother is threatening to kill me,” I said. 
 
    Colt gave her a sharp stare.  “Grandma!” 
 
    She turned an innocent face toward him, her eyebrows arching gracefully.  “Do you believe everything your father tells you?” 
 
    He looked back at me.  “I trust him, but I do spend a lot of time verifying.” 
 
    I looked at him.  “Did you notice she didn’t actually contradict what I said, simply redirected you?  Fey are scrupulously honest as far as their words go, but that doesn’t mean they can be believed.” 
 
    He nodded.  “I’ll pay attention.” 
 
     “Let’s hope that’s enough,” I said. 
 
    I looked over as the throne room’s giant doors were opened and our new guests arrived, our guards parading them in.  Since two of the three women were equally ranked with Queen Kellyn, she rose from her throne and went to meet them instead of them coming to her.  It was a gesture not all fey rulers would have made. 
 
    Using the agate crown, I confirmed that the visiting queens wore their ties on their persons.  The presence of the crystal tickled my avarice. I followed Kellyn with Colt beside me.  “You going to eat that tart?” I asked. 
 
    He looked at what he carried?  “You want this?  Five bucks.” 
 
    “You didn’t pay to get it. Fey fall all over themselves when children are present.  They have so few.” 
 
    “That’s why we’re conquering them, right, so they can have kids again?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but there’s also power for its own sake.  I ought to get something out of saving them.  It’s only fair.”  I reached for the tart. 
 
    He swung it away.  “Cash first; I know how you are.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    “Conquering by committee never works well.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Greetings and introductions were made.  Kellyn moved the visitors along to a long banquet room with many tables.  Kitchen workers were setting out tableware and carrying wine around to those that wanted it.  A full complement of nobles arrived hastily, full of questions and comments.  
 
    Colt and I stood near the head table, listening to the queens exchanging pleasantries. Official business would not be conducted quite this publicly.  Once Queen Kellyn’s court experienced the thrill of high-born visitors, and the visitors were thawed out a little, tongues loosened with wine, the royal ladies would retreat to private quarters for significant discussions.  Fey did everything with a hedonistic edge, even dire business of state. 
 
    As I finished the tart and licked a red smear off a finger, Kimberly joined me, her eyes straying to Colt. 
 
    “My first-born, Colt.”  I gestured to her, giving Colt a glance.  “This is Kimberly.  I don’t remember her last name.  She was a go-between for a fey client a few years back.”  
 
    “Kimberly’s fine.  Colt, pleased to meet you.” 
 
    Colt said, “You have pretty eyes.” 
 
    “The eyes of seer,” I said.   
 
    She smiled at Colt.  “Pleased to meet you.  Are you fey or…”  Her stare swung to me.  “One of us outworlders?” 
 
    A servant passed by with goblets on a tray.  I snagged one.  She took a cup and sipped. 
 
    Colt said, “I’m—” 
 
    I interrupted.  “He’s heir to the Dragon Lands of Fairy, the Dragon World throne, the L.A. Demon clan, and the Prince of the Red Moon.  He gets around as much as I do.” 
 
   
  
 

 Kim nodded at the katana that dangled from one of my hands.  “Nice sword.  Is the roast going to be that tough?” 
 
    I smiled.  “I hope not.  That reminds me…”  I looked at Colt.  “Do your Old Man a favor; I need some leather-work, a sheath and belt for this.”  I held out the weapon’s hilt. 
 
    He took it with relish.  Kids and swords, there’s a match. He gave the sword an experimental swish.  A servant with a tray of baked pastries dodged aside, muttering a curse as he escaped impalement.   
 
    “Going to cost you,” Colt said. 
 
    “I’m your father!” I protested.  “I should at least get a family discount.” 
 
    He gave me a stare of disbelief, “That’s not the dragon way!” 
 
    “You’re also Villager, enhanced human.  Besides, you get a lot of perks being my son.”  I leaned in and whispered.  “Hey, I’m doing you a favor.  You’re missing a chance to show off in front of a pretty girl.  Weren’t you planning on expanding your harem?” 
 
    His eyes widened.  “Yeah!  You got a point.”  He held the sword in front of him, balanced across both palms as he stared at the titanium blade.  His eyes flared with copper-red light.  More semi-divine energy danced over the blade.  Several of the milling nobles stopped to watch the show.  The light solidified into a red leather sheath.  There were three thumb-sized rubies set in the leather.  The sheath had straps connected to a belt with an oval silver buckle that had engraved indentions making it a dragon’s eye. 
 
    “Nice,” I said. 
 
    “Very nice.”  Kim’s smile dropped off her face as she concentrated on the workmanship.  Her amethyst eyes seemed to glow a little bit.  “That’s not glamor.  It’s real.” 
 
    The eyes of a seer can’t be fooled. 
 
    Colt shrugged it off.  “My mother’s a goddess.  Basic energy to matter conversion isn’t hard.” 
 
    Holding my cup in my mouth, by the rim, I freed up my hands, took back the sword, and buckled it on.  I took the cup in hand again.  “Perfect fit.” 
 
    Attempting to be smooth, Colt eased closer to Kimberly.  “So, you maybe want to hang out some time?” 
 
    She ruffled his hair.  This time, he didn’t seem to mind being found cute.  “Well, I wouldn’t mind someone showing me around.  I’ve never been to the Winter Court before.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen a lot of it either.  They do have a cool dungeon though,” Colt said. 
 
    I shook my head at him, offering a little parental guidance.  “Not on a first date.” 
 
    “Date!” Kimberly stiffened.  “How old are you?  Eight or nine?  And you’re dating already?” 
 
    “Nine, going on ten.” 
 
    I sighed.  “Blame it on me.  I’m a bad influence.”  I said this to her tits, imagining their fullness, their taste.  I could all but taste them.   
 
    I’d do her, I decided.  
 
    Colt gave her puppy dog eyes.  “So, you don’t want to?” 
 
    She stared back.  “Well, I…” 
 
    “Not like he’s asking you to join his harem—yet,” I said. 
 
    She shifted a panicked stare to me.  “He has a harem?” 
 
    “Technically, no.  He lost his first recruit when she turned evil and we had to kill her.” 
 
    Kim gave Colt a tremulous smile and clutched her wine cup a little too hard.  “I’ll have to, uh, think about it.  My training with the Oracle does keep me rather busy.” 
 
    As if summoned by her title, the Oracle appeared at Kimberly’s elbow.  Her hood was thrown back, revealing fine, silver hair with a beautiful metallic gloss.  Her blind eyes looked even more like opals up close, milky with pale green and blue shadows swimming in their depths.  Though one of the oldest of fey, no wrinkle or sunspot aged her face.  It could have been a porcelain mask.  Of course, as a powerful fey, everything we saw could be illusion, the truth sealed away by glamour. 
 
    She smiled at Colt.  “I’m free, young man.  Perhaps you’ll share your time with me.” 
 
    “I warn you,” I said.  “If you’re going to join his harem, he’ll expect you to know how to grill a ham-and-cheese sandwich.  Boy’s got standards.” 
 
    Her blind eyes somehow centered on Colt.  “I could fill your dreams with them.” 
 
    “Really!”  He looked happy enough to burst.  I had to wonder what it was Selene fed him on the Red Moon.  Or maybe, she let the iron gargoyles do the cooking. 
 
    Time to burst Colt’s bubble.  “She’s a queen.  Technically, you’d be her consort, and you’d be the one making the sandwiches.” 
 
    “I keep burning them,” he said.  “My dragon flames are a little uneven.” 
 
    The Oracle turned to me.  “Lord Deathwalker, may I have a private word with you?” 
 
    “Colt,” I said, “why don’t you take Kim over to the table.  It looks like breakfast is being served.” 
 
    “Okay.”  He grabbed her hand and tugged her away. 
 
    The Oracle held out her hand.  I took possession and drew her along to an alcove that wasn’t in use.  “Here’s a private little room.  Planning to take advantage of me?” 
 
    She smiled.  “You wish.” 
 
    “Ah, business, then.”   
 
    Inside, I paused to close the silver-blue curtains across the entrance to give us privacy.  The alcove was stone lined-with woven tapestries on the walls.  There were padded benches around a fountain.  The water above the central jet had been frozen mid-leap.  It glittered in the weak light of a ceiling crystal that rendered everything in shades of blue.  I led the Oracle to a bench and seated her facing the fountain’s ice-sculpture, as if she could appreciate it. 
 
    She shed her white fur cloak letting the top half drape to the floor as she sat on the rest.  She patted the space beside her.  “Join me.  I’ve never found looming to be attractive in a male.” 
 
    “Sure.”  I sat beside her.  “Say, I don’t think I caught your name.  Everyone calls you the Oracle.” 
 
    “Prelleen.  It’s a name I’ve given to few.  It is a name of power.  Do not speak it often, or without need.” 
 
    She shifted to stare at my face.  “Do you mind if I touch you?” 
 
    “I thought you weren’t planning on taking advantage.” 
 
    She removed the white gloves on her hands.  “Is sex all you think about?”   
 
    I widened my eyes.  “There’s something else?”   
 
    “Fool.  I want to see your face with my hands.  The images I’ve acquired from dreams are disturbing and hardly credible, especially where your manhood is concerned.” 
 
     “My cock is one thing I don’t need to exaggerate.  But if all you want to do is feel my face, go ahead.  I won’t even charge you for the thrill.” Displaying my bestial lasciviousness often gets people to underestimate me.  I encourage it. 
 
    “So kind…”  Her hands were youthful, strong, moving to my face.  Her fingers followed the contours, gliding whisper soft, avoiding my eyes.  She gave a nod of satisfaction and her hands retreated.  She replaced her gloves.  “It seems you show your true face in the dream world, no play to vanity—except with your member.”  
 
    “It’s as perfect as the rest of me.  You’re really missing out by doubting me.” 
 
    “Hah!  As if any man could possess such ridiculous size.”  Challenged by my confidence, she put a hand on my chest, trailing it down to my crotch.  I was only about half hard from mooning earlier over Kimberly’s tits.  The Oracle’s hand tightened on me in shock.  This had the effect of stiffening me even more.  
 
    “I’m not even really hard yet.  You know, there are women that can’t even take my full length.  Or girth.  They miss out on so much.” 
 
    Her gloved hand came away.  “Apparently, what I have seen in dreams is entirely true.” 
 
    “It’s the dragon DNA in me,” I said.  Well, if you don’t want a ride, what do you want?” 
 
    “It’s what you want and what you are doing that brings me here, dragon lord.  At last, you are moving on the kingdoms of Fairy, gathering the ties.” 
 
    “Yes, I am.  It’s needed.” 
 
    I looked at the moonstone pendant she wore.  In the back shadows of my mind, my inner dragon stirred.  Golden eyes opened.  He looked at the stone as well.  Mine!   
 
    I ignored him.   
 
    My neglected cock twitched, tight in my pants.  He said: I thought I was getting lucky.  What happened? 
 
    Shut up. 
 
    I want out! Cock said. 
 
    We second…and third…the motion, my balls added. 
 
    All of you, shut-up! I thought. 
 
    Oblivious to my inner dialog, Prelleen continued.  “It is indeed necessary.  I have known this all my life.  I have seen branches of the future where this is not done, and death and madness are left to reign alone until finally all magic dies and Fairy blows away like a crumbled dream.  I have seen branches of time where wrong saviors arise and wars rend the domains, leaving the wildlands to sweep in, destroying the survivors.  In only one future have I seen true hope—the one in which you are High King.” 
 
    “So, you’re going to help me?” I asked. 
 
    “On one condition.  You must impregnate the queens of Fairy, I have seen that this is necessary, too.  The royal bloodlines need an infusion of outworld strength.  From vital rulers, vitality will flow to the Land and to the people.  Sterile heirs on the thrones of Fairy will change nothing.” 
 
    “Izumi, my queen, may object to such a condition.”  And may rip my balls off.   
 
    “I have heard she carries your child.  She will forgive you.  And she is fey; her mother will have raised her knowing that passion is as much a political tool as armed threat.” 
 
    “True, but the Lords of the Land will not want to share their queens with me.  And I draw the line at rape—and paying for it.” 
 
    Prelleen nodded.  “I agree, take no one unwillingly.  In any case, I insist you start with Kimberly.” 
 
    That surprised me.  “Why?  She’s not even fey.” 
 
    “She doesn’t know, but she is my true daughter.  Her sight comes from me.  Only her father was human, a passing dalliance that bore fruit even I did not foresee.  Should I openly claim her, many of the Land’s lords and ladies will object, as they object to you.  Her future is entwined with yours.  If you triumph, she will reign with far fewer challenges.” 
 
    Kimberly’s power—and how she could be accepted as acolyte to a fey court—were explained now. 
 
    “Well, if I have to…”  I thought a second.  “Have you told her that she must give her body to me?  I don’t know why, but she might not be willing.” 
 
    “I will tell her that she is my daughter, my heir, and that our people need a sacrifice from her.  She will come to you, grudgingly.  In fact, I am sure of it because I intend to blame you for such a price, for our kingdom to be left in our hands.” 
 
    “I understand.  You don’t want your daughter to think: Dear mommy is whoring me out.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Give me the moonstone.” 
 
    She rose, leaving her cloak on the bench.  Her hands removed the necklace, letting it dangle from a white-gold chain.  She held it out.  I took it from her hand.   
 
    “Awful trusting,” I said.   
 
    “You will do all I have seen.  I am leaving the fur cloak because the floor is cold and hard.  Once I leave, I will send Kimberly to you.  Remain here.” 
 
    “Fine, but do me a favor.” 
 
    She tilted her head, listening. 
 
    I said, “Colt kinda likes Kimberly.  I don’t want him getting hurt, me being chosen over him.  Before she comes here, have her firmly tell Colt that she’s not interested in his harem.  And I need you and Kellyn to keep him distracted so he doesn’t come looking for me while I’m, uh, busy.” 
 
     “Easy enough.”  She turned toward the curtains and left, retracing her earlier path as if she weren’t forever locked into darkness.     
 
    I waited. 
 
    My cock said: So, I am getting some! 
 
    “Angry sex.”  My voice echoed in the room.  “Yes, cock of mine, I am whoring you out.  Necessity.” 
 
    Necessity is a wonderful thing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWELVE 
 
      
 
    “Hot and naked is really the way to go.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I expected Kimberly, not for the floor to turn black as obsidian and for the Shadow Queen to rise up out of it like a specter.    With her presence, the gloom deepened, growing colder.   
 
    Like breathing shadow in a tomb.  Looks like Kimberly’s going to have to wait. 
 
    “Something I can do for you?” I asked. 
 
    She looked at the moonstone necklace dangling from my hand.  “I see the deal is made.  I come to offer one of my own.”  She swept closer, looking every inch a queen, no longer the simple mother of three that I put on the throne of the Shadow Court.  She slid her black cloak off and laid it beside the white one on the floor.  She wore a midnight purple gown and the black diamond necklace that was the tie to her kingdom.   
 
    Seeing the diamond so close, my cock grew stiffer.  Again, my dragon DNA at work. 
 
    Her voice had a soft velvet purr.  “Since you made me queen, there have been many changes in my life.  Sometimes, I think the person I was has been entirely swept away.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, life is change, or it becomes death.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you.  My people prosper as best we can in a world that knows no true sun, but we fare better than when the last queen ruled.  She and her nobles never cared about the suffering of the people.” 
 
    “So, you don’t want to kick my ass?  Everyone finds a reason, eventually.” 
 
    “Maybe later.  I have spoken at length with the Oracle.  I believe her when she says you are a necessary evil to the Land, in fact, essential for its survival.  I have resigned myself to aiding you and making your enemies mine.” 
 
    “That’s always nice to hear.  Did the Oracle tell you what she expects for her support?” 
 
    “That’s why I’m here.”  She removed the black diamond necklace and tossed it to me.  I caught the stone, feeling its power as well as the moonstone’s magic tingling my hand. 
 
    “My life, my people, are in your hands.  I ask but one thing of you for myself.” 
 
    Everyone wants terms of surrender.  This is so déjà vu. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Kimberly and I have a certain relationship.  We enjoy each other, fully, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    I nodded knowingly.  “You’re into girls, which is why her mother is so concerned.  She wants grandkids.  So, you want me to walk away from Kimberly?” 
 
    “No. that would resolve nothing.  You should proceed, but not alone.  I, too, am a queen of Fairy.  I, too, can make sacrifices for my land and people.”  She let her dress fall and kicked it away.   
 
    I stood there and watched.  “If you expect to join in, don’t you think you should at least tell me your name?” 
 
    “Syrah.” 
 
    The curtains of moved behind her.  Kimberly walked in.  Showing no surprise or anger, she stopped beside the Shadow Queen.  They kissed with chaste reserve.  Kimberly’s gaze came to me, dark, unfathomable.  And she, too, stripped.  
 
    Tenting my pants under my coat, my cock grew ever harder.  He and my balls joined in on the Halleluiah Chorus.  
 
    I sighed.  The sacrifices I make to save the land… 
 
    My clothes fell at my feet, a cushion for the sheathed katana, the backpack with the ties, and the two necklaces I’d acquired.  On my chest I formed the Dragon Fire spell I’d used with Izumi.  I figured at least one toasty-warm body was going to be needed to get us to mutual orgasms.   
 
    The lines of moving shadow and words of invocation drew Syrah’s attention to me.  She watched as I surfaced a pulse of golden dragon magic to energize the pattern.  As the golden light briefly flared, the dark shadow in the air reflexively flinched back, only to return as the dragon magic sank back into me. 
 
    Coming forward, with Kimberly trailing, Syrah walked onto her cloak and traced fingertips over the shadow pattern, as if to read it by touch.  Her fingertip trace went from hesitant to full palm.  There was wonder in her voice.  “I now understand how you destroyed the old queen.  You are the marriage of fire and shadow; darkness and light.  Such a thing is not possible by all the laws of magic I know.” 
 
    I slid retaliatory thumbs across her nipples, murmuring, “As we all know, I’m an outsider.  The rules of Fairy don’t apply to me.” 
 
     “Nor the rules of fidelity,” Izumi said.  “A threesome, Caine, and I’m not part of it?  Really?” 
 
    I looked past Kimberly and saw Izumi inside the silver curtains.   
 
    “It’s not what it looks like,” I said.  “I’m being extorted.  I’m the victim, here.” 
 
    Coming forward, pressing between Syrah and Kimberly, Izumi looked at my fingers squishing Syrah’s firm tits.  There was a slight twitch of humor from Izumi’s lips.  This let me know I might get to keep my balls after all.   
 
    She said, “My, how you’re suffering.” 
 
    “It’s the price of the two ties.”  I pointed at the necklaces on my piled clothes.  “And for the military support of two kingdoms.  You can ask your mom.  She’s in on it, too.” 
 
    Izumi sighed.  “There’s just so long I can fight the tide.  If I have to share you, I will.  I have done so, grudgingly, all these years.  But I am no longer willing to be left out.  Selene was right.  Getting snippy and running away only hurts myself.” 
 
    Before the Old Man’s wedding in Las Vegas, Selene had driven Izumi from my bedroom by making sexual advances on her, offering to let her take part in our lovemaking.  That event seemed to have gotten Izumi thinking about her resistance to her own fey upbringing.  This acceptance was the result.  She no longer fought her sensuous nature, quickly tearing off her clothes, as if to commit herself before thinking better of it.  
 
    Kimberly and Syrah watched this development with great interest. 
 
    Tears of joy brimmed my eyes.  My prospects had moved from an angry fuck, to a threesome, to an orgy!   
 
    Can life get any better? 
 
    Somewhere, a massive bell vibrated, struck by a log or something: a battle alert.  The winter Court was under attack.  The voices outside the curtains buzzed angrily.  There were pounding feet as fey warriors and the court aristocracy hurried to repel invaders.   
 
    I growled deep in my throat.  “Damn!  Someone has lousy timing.”  I reached down for the katana.   
 
    Syrah stopped me, pulling on my shoulder.  “Queen Kellyn can handle this.  You have a job to complete.” 
 
    Izumi moaned agreement.   
 
    I straightened, looking at her.  Izumi’s eyes were closed in pleasure.  Kimberley mouthed one of Izumi’s tits, pulping the other one.   
 
    The curtain moved behind them.  Queen Kellyn stuck her head inside the shadowed alcove, taking in the scene.  “Don’t let this disturb you.  I will deal with Summer’s army.” 
 
    The Summer Court?  I guess they think they’ve nothing else to lose.  Stupid really.  I have their tie as a hostage. 
 
    The Oracle’s face appeared through the curtain as well.  “Rest assured, it has all been foreseen.  This is why we hurried here, our forces lagging on purpose to flanking the other armies.” 
 
    “There’s more than one?” I asked. 
 
    “The three seasons are united against winter,” Queen Kellyn said. 
 
    Summer.  Autumn.  And Spring—the Phoenix Court.  Talk about a quick response…  There’s no way I’m missing on this fight. 
 
    Kellyn and the Oracle retreated, closing the curtain.   
 
    Kimberly pulled chilled lips off of Izumi’s nipples, trailing a strand of saliva that flash froze into a brittle thread of ice.  Izumi’s flowing hands left slicks of ice on Kimberly.  If I were to leave and take my dragon heat with me—and this were to continue—Kimber would soon become a popsicle.  Winter’s embrace is often deadly, and it seemed Izumi was growing into even more power as a committed fey. 
 
    I increased the level of heat radiating off my body to counter the gathering cold.  I pointed one hand at the central fountain.  Dragon fire flared, flames leaping off my fingertips, melting the ice capping the central pistol.  I pointed lower, pouring flame into the basin.  The ice there became steam that hung pale, united with Syrah’s heavy darkness in the air.  As I boiled away the water, the stone of the fountain soaked up my fire, becoming a heat source. 
 
    Kimberly drew Izumi around the bench with the white fur cloak on it.  Izumi sat on the bench, legs splaying, an open invitation.  Kimberly knelt here leaning into Izumi’s core, her tongue exploring, her back to the hot fountain. 
 
    “I’ll, uh, be right back.  This will just take a few…uh….!  I tried to move toward the curtains but the shadow haunting the air held me fast.  Small, slow movements were allowed, but not much else. 
 
    “You’re not running off to the killing fields.  You have three women to service right here.”  Syrah settled at my feet, kneeling.  Her hands pressed against my thighs.   
 
    “Fine.”  I leaned forward on her shoulders, aiming my cock at her mouth like a gun barrel.   
 
    Intercepting me, she pressed my cock against my stomach.  Her tongue slathered my balls, giving them a thrill.  Her tongue-tip drew runes on my ball sack, then she planted a kiss.  Her tongue slid up my length.  She let my cock fall back to position, only to rim my cock’s mushroom head with the edge of her tongue.  She flicked her tongue-tip across the slit I pee from, and then her mouth engulfed me.   
 
    Her head bobbed on me, warm, soft, sliding me to the back of her throat.  She swallowed, and pushed her face against me, taking my full length down her throat—a daunting challenge she made look easy.  For a woman primarily interested in other women, she was not inexperienced with male anatomy, then again, the widow had three kids.  Her fertility had been why I’d chosen her to rule the Shadow Lands.  A fertile ruler, a fertile land.  If more rulers were chosen by this method, Fairy wouldn’t be sliding into decay and dissolution. 
 
    Distantly, I heard the full-throated roar of armies, the threatening clash of enemy swords on their shields.  The keep’s warning bells went silent, having done their job.  I couldn’t say I wasn’t enjoying myself, but my palm itched for my katana, my warrior’s soul thirsted for blood, my dry throat hungered to scream a dragon’s scalding wrath.  I missed the adrenaline jolt brought by savage combat.   
 
    If only I could fuck and kill at the same time…twice the pleasure. 
 
    My inner dragon stared at me from the shadows of my mind.  You can.  We have a spell for that. 
 
    I smiled.  That’s right, we do.   
 
    I willed the shadow power in my body to slide across my back, drawing in the pattern for my bi-location spell.  My physical form would stay here, engaged, while a projection, a clone of my soul, floated free to seek out violent mayhem and bloody excess.  As I felt the last lines of shadow fall in place, I flooded the design with golden dragon magic. 
 
    Again, Syrah’s shadows flinched back from me, then returned. 
 
    Holding my cock in her fist, she pulled her mouth away and looked up at me.  “What did you do?” 
 
    “A spell to make me more potent.”   
 
    “There’s a spell for that?” 
 
    “There’s a spell for everything.” 
 
    I knelt and rolled her backwards, easing myself on top of her.  I kissed her full breasts while sliding a hand between us, probing the velvet folds of her vagina.  Her clit was out of its hood, stiff, and her depths were moist with lubrication.  “Ah, ready for me, I see.” 
 
    “Go slowly.  I haven’t had a man in quite a while.” 
 
    I eased my cock into her channel.  It had been a while.  She felt wonderfully tight?   
 
    What a delight. 
 
      
 
    Watching myself slowly filling Syrah, the rest of me hovered in the air, finding no resistance from the shadows anymore.  Izumi’s head rolled back so she stared at the ceiling with unfocused eyes, not seeing my spirit-form at all.  Between her legs, Kimberly continued giving her a furious tongue lashing.   
 
    Things here would coast on, probably lasting quite a while.  Usually, when bi-located, my physical body was just stashed someplace to wait.  That gave little feed back to my drifting self.  The input of a distant, halved mind under these circumstances would be disorienting, but I’d manage somehow.   
 
    I flew across the room and through the curtain, moving beyond without producing even a ripple.  The outer banqueting room was abandoned except for a pair of guards left behind to keep us revelers from being disturbed.   
 
    Thoughtful of Queen Kellyn. 
 
    Kellyn didn’t need to keep roving patrols in the keep to protect from magical intrusion.  She’d feel such an event, and use the keep itself against such a threat.  An intruder was still possible, but they’d need something as effective as my cloaking spell.  A monarch bonded to a tie could easily see through common fey glamour.   
 
    No one saw me as I floated on into the hallway, and back to the throne room.  From there, I made my way to the front gates.  I ghosted through them.  Kellyn and the Oracle would probably be higher, watching developments from the battlements.  Kellyn would probably be rolling back the storm to get a look at who was attacking.  While the Oracle had foreseen this attack, troop deployment and the way the separate armies were supporting each other would probably need real-time surveillance.   
 
    A fast-moving army wouldn’t have delayed with siege engines.  And cavalry wouldn’t be charging the walls.  That was the work of infantry with tall ladders.  The greater threat would come from archers giving covering fire.  And somewhere out there, hiding from view, the royal magic users would have gathered to pool their power.  The battle mages would be the greatest threat.  I decided to make them my prey.  Without magical support, the whole attack might be reconsidered.   
 
    I flew over the enemy troops, using my sensitivity to magic to feel my way. 
 
    The phantom sensation of female teeth on my shoulder and long-nailed hands with a death-grip on my ass barely slowed me down. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    “When enemies get too close, strike  
 
     before they realize their stupidity.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Despite the thinning of the storm, big fluffy flakes still leisurely swirled in an evening sky, taking their time to fall.  I couldn’t feel the wind, but the nearly blue faces of the attacking army told me it was damn cold, especially to fey pampered by eternal summer back home.  The enemy would be coming at us with all they had—just get into shelter.  They seemed to have loosened their armor so they could pad it with blankets.   
 
    A number of bonfires provided light for battle, the fire ready to be used as a weapon as well as a source of heat.  I knew there would be servants out chopping wood, hauling it in.  There were covered wagons like those used in the Old West back on earth, and others that looked like gypsies might live in them.  These last had bowed roofs of solid wood.  The horses harnessed to them looked miserable.  No one had spared any blankets for them. 
 
    The wagons had probably carried weapons and supplies, freeing the foot soldiers to make good time on a forced march through the border lands I’d claimed.  They’d tried to pull some of their own territories along with them, but that corridor had slipped out from under them and now lay miles back.  This was all Winter Court wilderness, so even the land would fight them here.   
 
    I ghosted past the Summer King’s people, and found Autumn Court forces mingling freely with the Phoenix Court troops.  Autumn magic is about corruption and dying, withering, rot, and rust.  Phoenix Court is the court of Spring, their magic centered on rebirth, the magic of life and regeneration.  These two courts cancelled each other out, which explained why they fought together, and had never made war upon one another.    
 
    I’d fought the Autumn Court before.  In fact, there’d been a time when they’d sent fey assassins into the human world to try to kill me.  Their forces seemed to endure the weather better.  Autumn Court territory is a cold land, too.  As for the Phoenix soldiers, their mana level blazed so high, they were quickly healing damage dealt them by the climate. 
 
    That’s hardly fair. 
 
    The Lord of the Autumn Court was easy to pick out; he wore full-plate armor, highly ornate, etched with patterns of wind-blown leaves.  His horse was a massive russet beast with a thick coat of hair.  The lord brandished a sword with a scythe-like blade.  Next to him rode the Lord of the Summer Court, dressed in golden mail with a heavy yellow wool cloak.  A haze of heat shimmered over him and his horse as well.  Tufts of flame sprouted around the horse’s hooves, making quick puddles in the snow.  They were leading with their warriors, not hanging back with the court mages.   
 
    I moved on.  I had one lead.  The Autumn King didn’t have his tie on him.   My body—back in the keep—still wore the agate crown.  My mental link with my body let me use the relic.  I concentrated on opening my senses a little more to my body, to tap that guide. 
 
    The sensation of spurting hit me so strong, I had to look down at my spirit form.  Oddly, my phantom cock was stiff, swollen, and spurting golden streamers of dragon magic.  My magical cum evaporated from the air before hitting the snow. 
 
    Damn!  That’s never happened before. 
 
    Pleasure rolled in waves through me.  It was a good thing I couldn’t be heard in phantom form; everyone would know a literally fucking ghost was around. 
 
    For a moment, I was fully back in the shadowed banquet room with the burning fountain.  Kimberly walked up behind Syrah and slid down, embracing her from behind, cupping the Shadow Queen’s breasts.  My body lay face up.  Syrah convulsed on my cock, her head thrown back as she clenched me in a vise.  Izumi lowered herself over my face, and I lost visuals.  I felt the grinding of wet pussy on my lips, and hands pressing into my stomach for support.  My hands gripped Izumi’s icy ass, holding her where I needed her to remain for best access. 
 
    Acquiring a mental lock on the Autumn Court’s tie, I dampened down on the sensory feed so my wandering spirit could better see the battlefield.  The tang of female excitement lingered on my tongue.  I felt Syrah dismount me, and Kimberly’s mouth descend on my cock to sample the mixed juices left on me, giving encouragement for another erection. 
 
    Ummmm.  Yes.  Keep doing that. 
 
    I flew on toward the back of the armies and found several sturdy tents, a blazing pyre between them.  Guards circled the tents, an invitation to attack; you only guard what’s valuable.  I also tasted and felt magic energies building like ozone in the air.  My magically projected spirit seemed sensitive to these emissions.   
 
    The tents were broad-striped, left and right.  I sensed ties in both.  I descended for a silent, unseen invasion—and was stopped cold by a green magical barrier that became visible as I touched it.  A jazz of emerald lightning drove me back and the shell went invisible again. 
 
    Ah, fuck!  That hurt. 
 
    Back in the alcove, I felt my body jolt from the magical shock, drawing complaints from the women.  The ghostly sensation of Kimberly licking my balls, then sucking one of them into her soft mouth was a solace I appreciated.   
 
    I had two options: retreat for now, or try to force my way through.  I went with both.  I retreated, for the moment, rising high, speeding toward the front battlements of the keep.  From past experience, I knew Colt could see and hear me even in spirit form.  He was my son and a demigod as well.  I’d reengage the battle mages with Colt in dragon form for back up.  
 
    I found him in human form, standing between Kellyn and the Oracle, looking down on the gathered forces.  The white skull on his black hoodie seemed to be smiling.  Colt certainly did.  As I hovered in front of them, the Oracle’s face turned my way.  In phantom form, I saw with my mind, not human eyes.  This let me see her normally milky eyes were actually wells of pearlescent light, alight with magic.   
 
    Her sharp gaze centered on me.  She mouthed words I couldn’t hear, but I could read lips.  She said: Right on time.  Then she turned her face away to speak to Kellyn.   
 
    Colt looked my way, his eyes copper-red stars.  He spoke, and his matching thought appeared in my head: Dad!  There you are.  This is so cool. 
 
    I thought at him: Want to help me out with something?  I’ve found the battle mages and want to make a preemptive strike, but they have a barrier up.  Did you see that green flash in the back of the armies? 
 
    His brow furrowed.  Yeah, I wondered what that was. 
 
    There are two tents there with a fire between them.  I need to infiltrate the right one.  I want you to attack the barrier and the mages in the left tent.  Can you do that? 
 
    His lips moved.  Easy peasy. 
 
    Kellyn looked at him, then out toward me.  If not for the Oracle’s confirmation, she’d have thought Colt touched in the head, or child enough to still have an imaginary friend.  The Oracle spoke to her so she didn’t object as Colt clambered up the battlement wall to stand exposed to enemy archers.   
 
    From a distance, the enemy might have thought him a dwarf.  A suicidal dwarf as he leaned out and let himself fall toward the ground. Unlike my transformations into dragon, his were instantaneous, and never destroyed his wardrobe.   
 
    I swooped after him, watching as he became the size of a small bus, sprouting leathery wings and a lashing tail.  His neck lengthened and his body grew hard, protective scales.  His color went crimson red but there were yellow flames down his sides, a genetic change he’d implemented on himself.  It gave him a hot-rod look.   
 
    Tutored by his goddess mother for years, aiding her in various dungeon experiments, he had a mental advancement superior to many adults.  Only his emotional develop was normal.  And being a demi-god, he could usually take care of himself, otherwise, I’d never have let him come within a mile of a battlefield. 
 
    He followed me in flight over the rough terrain occupied by the enemy.  All eyes were on him.   Horses reared, neighing in fear.  Soldiers struggled to control them.  The animals weren’t stupid; they knew better than to be anywhere close to a dragon.  And they didn’t seem to admire the yellow flames either.  As panic stirred those below, I saw the Summer King shake a fist at the dragon, probably assuming it was me. 
 
    A flight of arrows arced toward Colt.  He put on a burst of speed and the arrows fell down on the enemy army, taking out many of their own with friendly fire.  Could have been worse; they could have been flaming arrows.   
 
    We reached the tents, each with double-peaked roofs and anchoring ropes and stakes.  I pointed at the left tent, reminding Colt of his target.   
 
    A ghost, I dropped near the right tent.  Grazing its defensive barrier, a half shell of emerald light appeared.  The guards could have inferred my presence from that, but they were all drawn toward the other tent, running with enchanted, silver swords in hand.   
 
    Dragons always get all the attention. 
 
    Colt wasn’t yet good with dragon fire.  A dragon’s killing breath is tied to his rage.  Colt was driven more by excitement than anything else, forcing anger wasn’t his strength.  He couldn’t summon it at will.  He dropped to the ground and briefly returned to being a nine-year-old boy so he could generate a fire-storm of red-copper lightning that webbed him, fried the guards, and moved on to smash at a rusty-mauve barrier of light on the left tent.  The autumn Court mages were in there, imagining they were safe.   
 
    Leaving Colt to work, I returned my attention to my target.  I’d invested my new titanium katana with a piece of my soul, bonding it to me so I could pull it to me with the same armory spell I used to get arms from my Malibu mansion.  Unfortunately, I didn’t have material hands to hold the sword, or a spell to animate it, making it float according to my will.   
 
    I therefore improvised, making a sword out of my own shadow magic, infusing it with the golden fire of my dragon’s lifeforce.  I’d killed a dragon in Las Vegas this way.  Now, I’d see how a tent with a magic barrier stood up. 
 
    A sword-shaped shadow darkened into being, dense enough to pass for smoke quartz.  Its core filled with pulsing flashes of golden fire.  More of the raw dragon magic bled off the edge like tears of sunlight.   I held the hilt in spectral hands, swung it behind me, whipping through a turn, and brought it over my head, slashing down onto the barrier.   The barrier tore like raw silk, tattering away from my blade’s mixed energies.  There was a heavy flash of emerald, and the whole barrier fell. 
 
    I sprang forward, sweeping the sword into the side of the tent.  I made a diagonal rent and followed my sword inside.  There were three wizened men, all fierce-eyed with bristly white beards.  They wore green-white robes covered in gilt-brushed patterns.  The gold runes caught the light of yellow lanterns hanging from the roof of the tent.  Behind the mages were two slender youths, gold haired with similar faces: twins, one male, one female.   
 
    The girl wore a white gown cinched with blue ribbons like those in her hair.  The sky-tone matched her wide, staring eyes.  In her hands, clutched to her modest breasts, the Phoenix Court tie glittered, a serpentine crystal mixing green, blue, and purple. 
 
    Here was one of the prizes I needed. 
 
    Oddly, the Phoenix King wasn’t here.  He hadn’t been on the battlefield either.  Apparently, he hadn’t wanted to leave his kingdom—or he was ailing.  I wondered how long he’d been the king.  Maybe nature death was overtaking him finally.  Fey are long-lived, but not immortal—usually. 
 
    Those gathered in the tent stared at the sword, unable to see me.  The shock passed quickly as one of the mages extended a palm in a thrusting gesture.  The gold brushwork on his sleeve detached and fluttered like a butterfly swarm.  The writing swirled in front of my sword’s point, forming a disk in the air, some kind of animated spell circle.   
 
    I didn’t wait for the spell to activate, flicking the sword in a wave-like motion that cut the pattern, leaving lines of golden dragon magic in the air.  The brush strokes I cut fell to the ground, splattering like slush. Those still intact fluttered back to the mage’s sleeve, in full retreat. 
 
    As if the fallen brush strokes were magical seed, the ground cracked and gnarled, hairy roots bucked up, weaving themselves into a loose barrier.  I planted my sword point-first in the frozen ground and floated around the writhing roots.   
 
    I drifted around the mages, approaching the girl with the tie.  Her brother edged in front of her, a silver dagger in his hand.  There were elven markings etched into the metal.  An enchanted object.   His wary eyes stayed on my sword.  On his left hand, he wore his father’s signet ring, giving him charge of his father’s troops. 
 
    Slipping a ghostly hand behind the girl, I generated a spark of dragon magic.  The tiny, golden jag goosed her.  Her whole body jolted.  The tie jumped a few inches out of her hands.   
 
    I snagged it and floated up to the roof of the tent, floating over the roots.  The roots stabbed at the tie, tracking its motion through the air.  It looked like they were trying to reclaim the prize.  Several root strands passed through my body and charred, severing in sooty sprays of soot.  Dropping next to my sword, I took it in hand, whipping it across the root-cluster’s base.   
 
    More of the gilt bush marks left the mages, swimming into the air.   Three spell circles formed. 
 
    I hurled myself backwards, out the slashed side of the tent.  Guards were running up, eyes on my sword.  If I were earthbound, they’d have trapped me.  I willed myself to streak higher, climbing into the sky, sword in one hand, tie in the other.  
 
    Looking down, I watched the second tent explode in a copper-red blast of light.  Out of the radiance, in human form, Colt rose as if carried by invisible wings.  He looked at me, held up a rusty nugget of what seemed to be raw crystallized ore, and smiled.  He shimmered with red-copper light that swelled into the larger shape of a dragon.  The light faded, leaving a real dragon in its place, red with golden flames on his ribs.   
 
    Huffing a couple smoke rings in triumph, he pumped wings furiously, heading back for the keep.  Arrows streaked at him, but I headed them off, brandishing the sword, letting golden lightning web the air.  The arrows were incinerated.  We flew higher, faster, adding in a few strategic zigs and zags on general principle.  Colt and I worked without the need for words, and soon descended on the battlements.  He went from dragon to kid in a flash, and dropped to land lightly next to the Oracle, holding the Autumn court tie. 
 
    I tossed him the Phoenix Court tie, and turned to face the armies below.  They’d come to spoil my plans and had ended up bringing me their ties.   
 
    How thoughtful.   
 
    I would have thanked them, but they couldn’t hear me. 
 
    Damn!  My phantom cock ejaculated golden fire again.  Pleasure jazzed through my distant body, reaching this part of my severed soul like a storm’s echo.   
 
    Uh, Dad…? 
 
    Don’t ask.  Just look me up in an hour, and bring the ties.  I have to get back to, uh, something. 
 
    I unmade the sword, reabsorbing the energies, and sank into the keep, dropping level after level, an orgy to finish.  There are times I really love being me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    “No idiot likes confirmation 
 
    of the role he plays.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    The orgy finally ended, by which time my dick hurt—lots— and I walked funny.  I carried Izumi over a shoulder to a public bathing area used by the castle’s common folk.  We needed to sluice off the remnants of excess.   The gravity-fed, warm-water shower felt delightful.  Afterwards, I got us and our things up to our room.  Izumi collapsed on the bed, murmuring: “Wake me in a week.”   
 
    I took a minute to magically summon black fatigues and Kevlar armor from Earth, and to dress.  I buckling on my sheathed katana and completed my look by summoning a new toy I wanted to try out: my Raider AR pistol.  Black and sleek, it looked like a weapon you’d see in a sci-fi action movie.  Essentially, it was a combine rifle turned into a handgun, shooting .300 armor-piercing ammo. The attached magazine held forty rounds.  Against ordinary handguns, it was overkill.  Against fey warriors with swords and axes, it was doomsday squared. 
 
    I assumed everything was under control because no one came yelling for me to do something about the enemy at our gates.  Of course, sieges were a frequent recreational sport here in Fairy.   
 
    Since I had time, I decided to do something that would boost my power level and cripple enemy resistance.  I used the edge of the bed to layout the ties I’d acquired from Kellyn, the Oracle, and Syrah.  My own tie went next to these.  There was a flash of red-copper light and the rusty Autumn Court tie, and the cool-toned Phoenix Court tie appeared on the bed, giving me six in all.  None of them looked like they’d come off the same original crystal heart.  They’d been morphing for countless centuries to match different rulers.  The slivers that had once been the Storm Court’s tie were still in the backpack. 
 
    I piled the stones, caging them with my fingers, and flowed a gentle current of golden dragon magic through them to awaken a mineral memory of ancient days.  Closing my eyes, I concentrated, trying to picture the stones fusing into a single piece.  The joining wasn’t the tricky part.  I wanted to claim the stones and the kingdoms they stabilized without dissolving those lands into chaos.  I wanted order, continuity for the inhabitants.  Hopefully, only those bonded to the ties would be affected, losing their control over their dominions.   At the same time, I wanted my allies to keep the reins of their countries, while I also gained their power.  
 
    The stones moved under my hands.  Crystal chimes slid edge against edge, making discordant music.  Then the tones fused, finding an enharmonic core.  The sound sweetened.  The stones slid into a new configuration and stopped.  The tones faded, a spectral chord echoing into an infinity of its own.  Long after silence returned, I still felt the music like static on my skin, or an ache in the bone.  It was a promise I longed to hear again. 
 
    Opening my eyes, I drew my hands away, straightening my back.  Staring down, I saw a mostly clear sculpture of crystal with rainbow-flecked inclusions.  The base had a greenish-blue blend, generating a soothing light.  The overall shape had three angular spires, one of them twisting in a rusty red tangent, a demand for a still-missing piece.   
 
    I picked up the crystal, feeling my own tie inside the mixture, its throb of magic a leaping resonation to my own magic.  The You-Don’t-See-Me spell I’d once placed on my tie remained in effect, expanded to protect the whole sculpture now.   
 
    The other parts of the sculpture sent exploratory tendrils of power into me, not really to do anything, but as a kind of recognition and welcome.   
 
    I thought: Beautiful.   
 
    My inner dragon opened gold-moon eyes in the shadows inside my head.  He used my human eyes to view the new mega tie.  He reared, scales sliding on scales.  His tail gave a languid thump. 
 
    Mine! he said. 
 
    Ours. 
 
    I put the sculpture in the backpack and drew it on.   
 
    Leaving Izumi to her exhausted sleep, I went out into the hallway.  I made my way through the keep, absorbing its feel of emptiness with everyone seeing to the defenses.  I climbed a turret’s spiral staircase, and reached the battlements.  The fey lords and soldiers gave me slight bows of greeting as I appeared.   
 
    I went up to the protective wall.  Queen Kellyn, Syrah, and the Oracle stood with Colt.  They ignored me, focused on something down below.  Like Izumi, Kimberly was missing. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    Queen Kellyn turned to me.  “I felt you taking the reins of the land.  I’m grateful you didn’t rewrite the patterns.  It feels a little like a limb gone numb, not an amputation.  My ice magic is as strong as ever.  I appreciate you letting me pull from the Winter Court tie.” 
 
    “From all the ties,” I said.  “And you’re welcome.  The Courts below will have discovered that they are stripped of Court magic.” 
 
    Colt said, “So that’s why the field commanders are pulling back.” 
 
    “Not far,” the Oracle said.  “They are essentially helpless.  If you get pissed, their whole kingdoms could be destroyed the way the Storm Court was.  Everyone remembers that.” 
 
    Queen Syrah said, “When force is inadvisable, we fey fall back on deception and trickery.” 
 
    “Which means?” I asked. 
 
    The Oracle said, “They will approach under a flag of truce to continue the struggle.  Things are about to get…very interesting.” 
 
    I wedged in next to Colt, looking down past his shoulder.  The night had set in.  Pale clouds overcasting the sky actually made the world brighter than a dark, starry sky would have.  The wind had its usual cold lash, but the snowfall had completely ended.  Somewhere, a wolf howled, as if to say: “Get on with it.”   
 
    I glanced across the battlefield bonfires.  The enemy soldiers clumped around them.  Further back, I saw a crater where Colt had blasted his tent.  The other one still stood, but looked scorched and patched.  It had a lot of yellow lanterns surrounding it on poles, and there was heavy traffic as people came and went. 
 
    The Oracle turned to me.  “They are about to demand a parley.  They intend to drag things out, giving spies a chance to infiltrate the keep and hunt for the missing ties.  The Summer King believes you’ll have the ties on you.  He plans to challenge you to single combat for all of them.  He dreams of taking your place as Overlord of Fairy” 
 
    I turned from the wall.  “He’s a straight-forward kind of guy.  If I beat him, do you suppose he will agree to rule under me and not plot treason every chance he gets?” 
 
    Queen Kellyn shrugged.  “It’s hard to say.  He and I are temperamental opposites in personality and magic.” 
 
    Queen Syrah stood huddled in her black cloak.  Her power coming from shadow, she was partly immune to cold, but not insensitive to this extreme degree.  I noticed she didn’t crowd Kellyn who radiated enough extra cold to frost the stone underfoot, the wall she touched, and anyone getting too close to her.  
 
    Syrah said, “He’s hot-headed and impulsive with a wide streak of arrogance thrown in.  Right after I became Queen of the Shadow Lands, he sent an emissary with an offer of marriage.  He couldn’t believe I’d turn him down.  I had to finally start killing his messengers to be left alone.” 
 
    Colt’s voice spiked with excitement.  “Hey, a bunch of guys are coming this way, under escort.” 
 
    “Told you,” the Oracle said. 
 
    I kept my gaze on Queen Syrah.  “Would you rather not be with us when we meet him?” 
 
    She smiled.  “If you’re going to trounce the villain, I want to watch.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Oh, I’m not going to fight the Summer King.  Colt is.” 
 
    Colt wheeled away from the wall, staring at me.  The shock on his face was comical.  “Me?  That’s not how I remember things going.” 
 
    I looked at the Oracle.  “What have you foreseen?” 
 
    Her brow furrowed.  “Odd.  That piece of future has gone gray and misty.” 
 
    I thought so.  I was going against my inclination, testing the temporal flux.  Colt had told me about grim events in my future; a darkening of my heart.  If there was room to influence the timelines, I wanted to know.  
 
    “Dad, if we screw up the timeline, we could make things even worse.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “Too bad we can’t save the game at this point in case things go wrong, but this is reality, not an RPG.  The future is going to be built on chances, calculated and otherwise.  Either the future is my personal property, or it’s not. Regrets are for weenies.” 
 
    “The gray zone isn’t extensive,” the Oracle said.  “It should be fine.’ 
 
    I stared at Colt.  “What’s wrong?  Scared to fight?” 
 
    “I’m not scared!” 
 
    “You can use your demon sword.  It should be able to cut through any personal magic the Summer King still has.  The fight will be down to skill and strength.  He might have more skill.  He’s grown up using a sword and has fought many battles.  You, however, were raised by the Red Lady, and have my dragon blood and villager blood in you.” 
 
    The Oracle’s eyes widened.  “Oh, that’s interesting: a major shift has appeared.  There’s a possibility of picking up a new ally who will be beneficial in years to come.” 
 
    “Can this boy truly defeat a skilled fey warrior?” Queen Syrah asked. 
 
    Colt glowered at her.  “Of course, I can.  My dad has trained me all my life.  I practice with the iron gargoyles back home all the time.  And they know better than to just let me win.  Against something that actually bleeds, I should do pretty good.” 
 
    “And you are my son,” I said.  “But if you really don’t want to fight…” 
 
    Colt growled under his breath at me.  “I’ll do it.” 
 
    “There was a starburst of copper-red light—but not from Colt.  The light flare vanished and a stranger stood there.   
 
    Our soldiers moved in on him, weapons brandished.  The new arrival wore Colts face, only nine or ten years older.  He had the same midnight red hair.   In place of a hoodie, he wore black denim jeans, a black tee, and had a duplicate of Colt’s demon sword strapped to his side.  A hunting knife was strapped to his right thigh.  He wore fingerless, black leather gloves, and had a tattoo around his right bicep: three strands of barbwire.  Several of the points had red blood drops inked on.     
 
    He ignored the fey warriors—and the swords pointed at him—fixing his red-copper stare on his younger self.  “What the friggin’ hell did I tell you?  Do nothing to break the continuity between us.  My knowledge of the future and our mental link safely guides your interventions.  Change my future too radically, and a different me will take over.  I don’t trust what I am in other timelines.  You shouldn’t either.” 
 
    “Hi,” I said.  “You’re Colt’s older self, right?” 
 
    He gave me a venomous look.  “Don’t talk to me.  There is so much I’m never going to forgive you for.” 
 
    I saw in him an echo of my attitude toward my Villager father and dragon mother.   
 
    Damn.  Genetics really is destiny.  
 
    I sighed.  “Yeah, I’m a dick.  Doesn’t mean I don’t love you.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed.  “A pretense of honesty?  Another of your manipulations.”  His stare went back to Colt the Younger.  “You didn’t think I’d notice the new scar?” 
 
    Younger Colt and I looked at each other.  We spoke in unison: “New scar?” 
 
    The queens moved around Colt the Elder, shooing off the guards.  The blind Oracle stared at him, at the point in space he spoke from.  She said: “I hear a voice, but I don’t see anyone.”  
 
    “I’m a temporal ghost, not of this world or time.  I’m in more flux than my younger self,” older Colt explained.  He stabbed a finger at his other self.  “Make too many wild-assed improvisations and you’ll wind up unmaking me.  And I will be very pissed.” 
 
    Colt the Younger stared at him.  “Uh, what new scar?” 
 
    Colt the Elder pulled the left side of his black tee, baring white skin with an even whiter scar across his ribs.  It suggested a horrific wound had once been endured.  Colt glared at his younger self.  “You made mom cry over this.  And we got grounded for six months.” 
 
    “It’s not too late to call it off,” I said. 
 
    Colt the Elder returned his glare to me.  “Oh, no.  I like the scar, so I’ll be the one to earn it.  I’m fighting the Summer King, not nine-year-old me.” 
 
    “You know how that fight will go,” I said.  “Chances are you might come out without a scar at all.” 
 
    He shrugged.  “Whatever.  Just don’t try and talk me out of it.” 
 
    Queen Kellyn headed toward the turret with the spiral staircase.  “Let’s go down and welcome the enemy.  It is rude to keep them waiting.  Not everyone enjoys the cold.” 
 
    Older Colt put a hand on younger Colt’s shoulder to stop him a moment.  “One thing, when you talk to Aleys, don’t ask her to join your harem.  I have mental scars from that.  And she’ll take it as a dire insult.  Fey princesses all believe they’re meant for greater things.  It’s how they’re raised.” 
 
    The nine-year-old nodded emphatically.  “Right.  Gotcha.  What should I talk about?”   
 
    “She’ll ask you about me.  Tell her the truth; I’m your future self, the future Overlord of Fairy.  After that, pretty much ignore her.  In time, we’ll let her ensnare us.  She’s the type that needs everything to be her idea.” 
 
    “Uh, who exactly is this girl?” I asked. 
 
    “You’ve seen her, the one from the tent where you took the Phoenix Court tie.” 
 
    I conjured up the memory of the blonde twin in white, wrapped with blue ribbons, eyes like pale slices of sky.  “Ah, yes, she’s quite pretty.  Probably hates my guts by now.” 
 
    Older Colt turned his incandescent stare on me.  The hate there went deep.  “A lot of that’s going around.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    “A path to power is all I’ve ever wanted. 
 
    That, a warm harem, and rivers of booze.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    The throne room looked opulent as always, the perfect area for a ball with string-quartet musicians and buffet tables.  No such luck.  Not even a wet bar. 
 
    The open space was ringed by Winter Court guards, faces grim, weapons sheathed but present.  In the middle of the room, for the comfort of the visitors, a ten-foot wide fire pit had been magically formed.  Four feet down, the bottom of the pit was filled with gravel.  A central spot had a mound of coal that was developing a gray-ash outer coating.   
 
    Between the pit and the throne dais, enemy guards stood with their Lords.  The Autumn King still wore his plate armor with the wind-blown leaf etchings, but he’d removed his helmet to show us regular features with a russet goatee and a wild shock of medium length hair.  His scythe-sword hung on his back.  The Summer King stood stiffly in golden mail, his yellow wool cloak dragging the floor.  Representing their father, the King of the Phoenix Court, the blonde twins crowded each other’s space, as if neither liked being far from the other.   
 
    Stepping forward from the rest, the Summer King approached the dais.  He stopped and gave a curt nod, barely respectful.  I didn’t blame him; we had stolen the kingdom he’d stolen from someone else.  No longer powered by a link to his land, he stood before us reduced to his personal magic and warrior skills.   
 
    Queen Kellyn had used more magic; transforming chairs into extra thrones on the dais. The Oracle and Queen Syrah bracketed her like book ends.  No thrones had been left out for the enemy lords.  
 
    Colt and I stood off to the side with the royal chamberlain.  The enemy lords ignored me.  The blond girl Aleys watched everything.  Her gaze slid across me, to Colt.  A small frown appeared on her face.   
 
    He’s a wild card.  A strong one.  He “went dragon” on the battlefield, and she’ll know he’s taken out the mages in the Autumn Court tent. 
 
    As if feeling the impact of her stare, Colt turned his face toward her.  He smiled and waved. 
 
    She lifted her hand to wave back.  Abruptly, remembering he was her enemy, she jerked her hand back down.   
 
    This failed to dim Colt’s smile.  He was the son of the Red Lady.  He’d seen the strong-willed women in my harem.  He knew women were troublesome by nature and took it in stride. 
 
    Queen Kellyn stood in front of her throne.  “You have brought war to my lands.  Did you get lost on the way to the Dragon Eye Kingdom?” 
 
     The Summer King said, “I followed the emanations of my stolen tie here.  You are in league with the thieving Outsider.” 
 
    “His sins and crimes are his own.  I just happen to be related by marriage.  He’s my daughter’s consort.” 
 
    “Deliver him to me in chains, and return our ties, and we will leave you in peace,” he offered. 
 
    “My daughter carries his child.  I will not give you what you are too weak to take.” 
 
    “Where is your honor?” he demanded. 
 
    The Winter Queen laughed, her breath white in the air.  “It is not my problem.  If you have complaints to make, speak to the High King himself.”  She extended a hand to the side, pointing past the Shadow Queen, to me. 
 
    “High King!”  The shimmer of heat around the Summer King thickened, rippling his image.  His head turned.  His stare locked onto me.  Recognition flared.  “You!” 
 
    I touched my chest and lifted my eyebrows as if there were some question.  He stomped toward me, fire wreathing his hands.   
 
    Colt went several feet forward to intercept him, the nine-year-old looking frail and weak, like a reed about to be trampled.  Confusion on his face, the Summer King stopped short to stare down at Colt. 
 
    “Anyone wants to hurt my dad has to go through me!” Colt said.  The fervor he spoke with lent him dignity, keeping anyone from laughing. 
 
    The Summer King shot his gaze at me.  “You are seriously going to hide behind a child?” 
 
    “I’m trying to be fair,” I protested. “I’m the Royal Executioner of the Dragon World.  There isn’t a fey alive that can match me with weapon or magic.  I’m trying to give you a fighting chance at survival.” 
 
    The Summer King’s face reddened dramatically.  His hands trembled with rage.  “But a child has no chance.  I will not murder a child.” 
 
    “So, you’ll fight him if he’s not a child?” I asked innocently. 
 
    “My lord,” the Autumn King yelled.  “Beware!  It is a trap.  That is the child that becomes a dragon.  You cannot fight him, as diminished as you are.” 
 
    I sighed loudly.  “You just can’t please some people.  Okay, no dragons.  Happy?” 
 
    The Summer King glared at me, waves of heat rolling off him.  “You fight me.  If you want to make it fair, we will vow to use weapons alone.  No magic.” 
 
    Normally, this was what I’d agree to.  But I had this little experiment with timelines going on… 
 
    “No.  I promised Colt he could kill you.  I won’t break my word to him.” 
 
    A red-copper blast of light fanned out from Colt.  His form swelled.  The light play died and the older Colt stood there, a demon sword gripped in one fist, a hunting knife in the other.  Dressed in black, with a wife-beater sleeveless tee shirt, his pale-skinned arms provided contrast.  The muscles on those arms were oversized, avoiding esthetic balance.   
 
    He smiled.  His mature voice rolled out, an octave deeper.  “I’m no longer a child.  Do you have any more objections?” 
 
     The Summer King bared his teeth like a wolf.  “Not at all.  You’re welcome to be my meat.  But we need to swear terms first.” 
 
    The queens left the dais and approached.  Kellyn stood behind the Summer King.  She echoed him.  “Terms?  What do you mean by that, Cadeyrn?” 
 
    Oh, I’ve been wondering what his name was. 
 
    I noticed the Autumn Lord and the two twins also closing the distance, not wanting to be left out of negotiations.  The Autumn Lord inspected the Oracle, a thoughtful look on his face.  The twins both scrutinized the new and improved Colt, no doubt wondering where the smaller version had gone to.  The male twin’s face proved hostile and evaluating.  Aleys’ expression was more open—and definitely appreciative.  Her gaze traced Colt’s arms, his deep chest, and the balanced way he stood so he could move suddenly in any direction needed.  
 
    Cadeyrn turned to face the queens.  “I fight for justice, and for the stolen ties.  If I win, you must restore what was taken.” 
 
    Kellyn looked at me for my input. 
 
    “There’s a problem with that.”  I swung the backpack I wore around so I could open its mouth and reach in.  I pulled out the mega-tie sculpture.  It’s size, crystal depths, and multi-hued inclusions drew all eyes.  I began to lie in earnest because as a non-fey, I could.  I hoped the Oracle would remain silent and not call me on my bullshit.  “There’s no way back.  The process to save the Land is begun.  There must be a High King because the ties are fused.  Only one can wield this now, sharing his power with others by consent.”   
 
    I looked at the Autumn King and the twin boy.  “You trust Cadeyrn as an ally.  Will you trust him with your ties, too, knowing he can’t give them back to you?” 
 
    The twin boy frowned.  “No.  That is not acceptable.”   
 
    “Definitely not,” the Autumn Lord agreed.  He returned his curious gaze to the Oracle.  “Is this true?  Must there be a High King after so many ages?” 
 
    She met his stare with blind eyes.  “It is long past time.  The Land as a whole is failing.  Even in the Phoenix Lands, the crops have been modest.  Fewer children are born.  Soon the fey race will grow sterile.  The beasts of the Wildlands grow stranger, stronger, seeped long in wild magic.  Without a High King, the Wild Hunt will return and none may stand against it.  What we are doing may seem wrong to you, but the Land needs this.  The Land demands this of us.” 
 
    The Autumn King nodded.  “As Lord of the Dying Lands, I know the signs of death.  I have seen all you describe, but I had thought we still had a few generation before things came to desperate strides.” 
 
    The Oracle kept her milky eyes on him.  “I give you my word as fey that now is the time of the High King.  One of you must rise to seize this power.” 
 
    A wide smile split Cadeyrn’s face.  “One of us?  So, there must be a High King, but any lord can claim that station.”  He turned to face his allies.  “I will be a fair and just Overlord, and will leave you to rule your lands as you always have.  All I ask is that you support me.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Oh, you can offer more than that.  If you win the fight and gain the master tie, how about you pledge on your honor to allow anyone willing to fight you—with weapons only—so they have the same opportunity as you to be the next High King?” 
 
    The Autumn Lord smiled, a crooked thing.  “That sounds fair to me.  I might like being a High King.  I certainly couldn’t do worse than anyone else.” 
 
    The twin boy spoke up.  “Our father is ailing.  Indeed, he may be on his deathbed.  I need the stolen tie to bond to the Phoenix Lands so that his death will not break the continuity of things.” 
 
    The Summer King looked at him.  “We have no need for a weak and untried warrior on the High Throne, but I will let you fight for the master stone.  I will accept all challengers, my word on it.” 
 
    The twin boy narrowed his eyes.  “I have another option.”  He grabbed his sister’s wrist.  “Cad, you kill the usurper.  Then you and Maxon fight.” 
 
    Maxon?  The Autumn Lord? 
 
    The female twin seemed to sense where her brother was going with this.  She whipped her arm free of his grasp, her face flaming red.  “No, I will not be the prize at a Summer Fair.” 
 
    Her brother looked at her.  “Our father would have married you off by now for political reasons, if this lingering sickness weren’t draining him so.  It is your duty.” 
 
    “My duty is what I say it is.  I have as much right to follow our father as lord as you do.” 
 
    The male twin absently fondled the hilt of the dagger in his belt.  “I’m not so sure.”  He shifted his stare from Maxon to Cad.  “What if the one who wins your fight pledges to marry my sister.  If our lands are bonded this way, I will feel secure in trusting either of you as the next High King.” 
 
    Both of the lords looked at the girl with new eyes, sweeping her carriage, taking note of her youthful beauty. 
 
    Maxon nodded decisively.  “Done.” 
 
    Cad grinned at her possessively, lust in his eyes.  “Agreed.” 
 
    Aleys’ face tightened with anger.  Her eyes flashed fire.  I suspected she clung to that angry response to hold panic at bay. 
 
    Colt looked at her, his face emotionless, a mask.  “Don’t worry.  I’m not going to lose.  My pledge: I will not allow you to be forced into a marriage of convenience.” 
 
    His words calmed her.  “I thank you for your gallantry and will hold you to that promise.” 
 
    I put the tie back in the backpack and slung it onto my back. 
 
    “I have a condition of my own,” Queen Kellyn said.  “If Autumn and Summer Courts are both defeated in fair combat, and you lords survive, both will pledge to support the Dragon King as Overlord.  He gives his word you can keep your kingdoms and run them as you see fit, unless you are troubling the Land.  In such a case, he has the right to intervene as the Voice of the Land.” 
 
     The two lords took a few seconds to think that over.  They nodded in unison.  Maxon said, “Sounds fair, generous even.” 
 
    Cad said, “I agree.” 
 
    I smiled.  “So do I but there is one condition I insist on.  Whoever becomes High King has the right to confirm each kingdom’s heir—or to not do so.  The ties have always offered themselves to their choice of successor.  In my hands, or anyone else’s, that should remain true.  It is the right of the Land herself to choose.  No family has exclusive right to a kingdom.  Even the High King will be chosen by the Land if I achieve that rank and should happen to die.” 
 
    I thought they’d go for this because it meant—if they lost to me—they still had a path open to absolute power. 
 
    “Agreed,” Cad spoke quickly. 
 
    “Done,” Maxon said. 
 
    The Oracle said, “Then all that’s left is to negotiate the rules of combat.” 
 
    “Rules?” Maxon questioned. 
 
    Cad lifted a single eyebrow in question.  “There are no rules in combat.  You do what you have to survive.” 
 
     “You already set a rule,” I reminded Cad.  “No magic.  Just a warrior’s weapon and his physical gifts.  It has been agreed to.” 
 
    “Is anything else needed?” Maxon asked. 
 
    “One thing,” Colt said.  “If the danger all face is equal, then the prize must be equally available.  That includes Aleys’ hand.  Should I win, I will not force marriage upon her, but I demand the right to court her, to win her heart against any suitor.  And should any of them try to force her, I reserve the right to kill them in fair combat.” 
 
    Aleys smiled.  “Agreed, so long as the final choice is mine.” 
 
    Colt nodded.  “It will be.  One last thing.”  He turned cold eyes upon Cad.  “I insist we fight in the firepit.  I assume you have no objection.” 
 
    The Summer King smiled.  “Not at all.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Fire dreams of devouring the 
 
    world, but I’m going to do it.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    As everyone headed for the fire pit, I caught Colt by his brawny arm.  I spoke in a low voice.  “Any particular reason you’re giving him such an advantage?  Fire is his element.  Even if he doesn’t magically turn it into a weapon against you, it will feed his strength.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m counting on.  If I can give him such an advantage and take him down effortlessly, overwhelmingly crushing him, do you think the Autumn King will take me on?” 
 
    I let his arm go.  “As long as you know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “After the disaster on the Dragon World, Mom took over my training.  If I couldn’t stomp a candy-assed fey, I’d be too embarrassed to live.” 
 
    “Disaster, huh?  The younger you mentioned that.  Just how bad did I screw up the invasion?” 
 
    “We weren’t the ones invading. Grandfather Kur swallowed his pride and asked you for help.  You just weren’t very good at giving it.  They lost a third of their population before we…”  He cut his words off sharply.  “Sorry, you’re not supposed to know about that yet.”  A brief, vindictive smile appeared.  “The temporal integrity of the multi-verse is on the line.  There could be dire consequences.” 
 
    “How did I piss in your cornflakes this badly?  You’ve got a chip on your shoulder the size of the Red Moon.” 
 
    “You let her die to save me.  I can never forgive that.” 
 
    “I let who die?” 
 
    He walked off without answering.  I stood there and let him go, knowing this was not the time to get his mind off the coming fight.  But later…  
 
    I’m going to pry the whole story out of Colt the Younger. 
 
    Picking out good spots, almost everyone ringed the fire pit: the lords, queens, our guards, the enemy guards…  Aleys hadn’t made it that far.  She’d dallied to became the second person to intercept Colt.  He stopped, looming over her.  It pissed me off that he had grown taller than me.  And that he was flaunting it in such an obvious way.   
 
    I went on, pretending I wasn’t interested in their discussion, as I listened with acute dragon hearing, screening out other sounds. 
 
    “I want to thank you for taking my side,” she said. 
 
    Colt shrugged.  “What’s fair is fair.  No one likes to see a beautiful flower crushed.”  He pushed on, forcing her to step hastily out of his way. 
 
     “Beautiful…”  There was a hint of reverence in her voice as she stared after him. 
 
    I passed her and followed Colt to the edge of the fire pit.  Those standing there parted, giving him access.  He stripped off his shirt and let it drop.  There was a long, ragged scar down his back I hadn’t known of.  Seeing it, my heart went cold.   
 
    I truly hope that’s not my fault, too. 
 
    Colt jumped onto the bed of gravel, facing the mound of coal in the center of the circle.  Cad stood on the mound, king of his little mountain, indifferent to the heat.  He’d shed his cloak, but not the golden chainmail.   
 
    It has to be enchanted.  Gold is a soft metal.  Without being magic forged, the chains wouldn’t stop a blade.  I noticed his boots weren’t smoking.  They were likely enchanted as well.  Maybe freshly enchanted.  Just because the Summer King couldn’t use magic during the fight didn’t mean he couldn’t use some before the fight started.  Fey were skilled at drawing fine distinctions. 
 
    Fortunately, Colt wasn’t out of his element; as well as a goddess, his mother was a fire breathing dragon and so was he.  Even in human form, fire couldn’t hurt him.  I hoped. 
 
    As I took my place on the edge of the pit, a whirr descended.  Silverwynd landed on my right shoulder.  She sat and yawned.  “What did I miss?” 
 
    “Colt’s going to fight a fey lord to the death to settle things for me.” 
 
    She bounced onto her feet, translucent wings shivering with rage.  “The boy?  You beast.  You’d that to him?”   
 
    “His idea, and he’s not a boy anymore.”  I gestured with my chin.  “Meet Colt’s older from the future self.” 
 
    She stared, enveloped by silence.  Even her wings were rigid.  She shook off the mesmerizing spell.  “That’s him?  Maybe I need to reconsider that harem thing.  He’s hot!”  
 
    “And getting hotter.”  I wasn’t about to leave this entirely to Colt.  I had a feeling that something underhanded might happen to leveraged the outcome.  The prize was worth the effort.  If it were me on the other side, I’d be stacking the deck like a Vegas card shark. 
 
    I concentrated on pooling my shadow magic, forming a mental image for it to take on beneath my clothes, across my chest.  I flushed golden dragon magic across the pattern, invoking the Dragon Sight spell.  For a moment, the hall turned crimson, then the color faded out.  Afterwards, little glowing tags floated in the air wherever there were magical items.  The tags were for my eyes alone.  They gave me the relevant facts on those items. 
 
    Cad stretched out his legs, did a few squats, and rolled his shoulders and head, warming up as Colt waited with a bored expression on his face.  The Summer King’s boots had a yellow numbered tag of light on them defining the magic type and spell level.  The low-grade spell ensured the boots took no damage from heat.  The leather breeches and flapping shirt of gold chainmail had similar tags, but the magic in the chainmail was high quality, the stored magic meant to stop enemy swords, daggers, and axes. 
 
    Cad was in his element, not a drop of sweat creeping down his face.  With a smile, he drew his broadsword and tossed the sheath to the Autumn Lord for safekeeping.  “This shouldn’t take long.” 
 
    He gripped the sword in both hands, extending the blade toward Colt, and stood with his weight equally distributed between both feet.   
 
    Colt held up a palm.  “You realize that a dragon’s fire isn’t magic, but nature ability, right?”  
 
    Cad looked over at Lord Maxon. 
 
    The Autumn King nodded confirmation.  
 
    Cad looked back at Colt and shrugged.  “Use all the fire you want.  I am the Summer King.  Just remember, you are not allowed to turn dragon.  You must keep to human form.” 
 
    Colt nodded.  “I have no problem with that, but I don’t like your wardrobe.” 
 
    Cad suddenly looked ill-tempered.  “What is wrong with my attire?” 
 
    Colt drew a deep breath and exhaled a cone of yellow-orange fire.  Parted by the broadsword, the flames went on to flutter around Cad’s chainmail.   
 
    Watching from the edge of the ring, I counted to five and then the fire breath cut off.  Cad’s clothes were burned off.  His golden chainmail sagged to the ground, dripping off his legs.  A molten clot settled between his spread feet.  Cad stood in boots alone, looking down at himself.  Female tittering went through the crowd at this development. 
 
    Colt shook his head sadly.  “They don’t make protective spells like they used to.” 
 
    On my shoulder, Silverwynd laughed.  “Colt has your smart-ass mouth.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.  And he made the point about dragon fire so there’d no dispute later when he uses dragon lightning.” 
 
    “Smart,” Silverwynd said. 
 
    “He gets that from me, too,” I said. 
 
    Silverwynd made a non-committal sound. 
 
    Cad snorted. “If that’s the best you can do, you are in trouble, lad.” 
 
    Colt glared.  “Make your move.”  
 
    Cad leaped with a burst of speed, wrapping himself in waves of heat that distorted his image.  He was more a flickering flame than a fey warrior.   
 
    I had the dragon vision to follow what happened next.  I think most of the observers just missed out.  Colt’s hunting knife redirected the sword which he sheered off with his demon sword.  He also snapped a kick into Cad’s face.   
 
    Cad stumbled backwards and sat down heavily on the superheated gravel.  Half his face had a red imprint from the kick.  He looked at the stump of his severed sword and threw it away in disgust. 
 
    Colt balanced on one leg, his other foot in the air, his head dipped low.  He looked capable of holding such a pose forever; there wasn’t the lightest tremor in his body.   
 
    Show off. 
 
    Colt relaxed, flowing back into a casual standing posture. 
 
    “What the hell was that!” Silverwynd demanded. 
 
    I answered, keeping my eyes on the firepit.  “A Wing Chun Kung-Fu deflection with the knife, a wild-ass shear with the demon sword, and the last move probably came from a Bruce Lee movie.” 
 
    “Brews Lea?” Silverwynd asked. 
 
    I sighed.  “Never mind.  I forget you fey are culturally deprived.” 
 
    “He did all that in the same second.  That’s fast,” she said. 
 
    I shook my head.  “No, you haven’t seen fast yet.” 
 
    Colt extended his knife hand and wiggled the blade, a suggestion that Cad might want to get up off his ass. 
 
    The Autumn King stood on his edge of the fire pit, his scythe-shaped sword pointing at his ally.  He wiggled the sword so its tip repeated Colt’s get-up gesture.  “Rise man, you’ve a job to do.  Sit on your ass later.”  Mason made a show of fumbling his sword hit.  It fell from his hand, out onto the heated gravel, sticking point first.  “Oh, my!  It just fell out my hand.”  He admitted the obvious, his eyes wide with too much surprise. 
 
    Yeah right.  Rearming your friend.  Just an accident. 
 
    “He did that on purpose!” Silverwynd shrieked. 
 
    I tilted my head away from her.  “Not into my ear, please.” 
 
    Colt smiled at Cad.  “No, it’s alright.  Go ahead.  Pick it up.” 
 
    “If you insist.”  The Summer King stepped out in an extended crouch, pivoting on the foot closest to the weapon so his back was exposed to Colt while he snatched the hilt.   
 
    Watching closely, I saw Cad’s extended posture dropped his free hand to scratch the gravel near his foot.  He continued the pivot, coming full circle.  His free hand snapped up and a fistful of molten gold was lobbed into Colt’s face. 
 
    I stopped breathing.  My heart pounded.  I had to clench my muscles, forcing myself to stay where I was.  Colt could handle this.   
 
    He’s my son. 
 
    He made a short spin of his own, catching the molten gold splatter on the side of his head, keeping it out of his eyes.  His demon sword’s tip scraped the gravel and slashed up into the air in a wild swing.   
 
    The summer King ducked under the black blade with its infernal red glow, and swept the scythe-sword into Colt’s ribs.   
 
    Colt’s thrown katana blurred with a speed only the dragon-born can generate.  The black steel imbedded itself in Maxon’s torso.  The autumn Kings went wide with shock and pain.  He screamed—a sound ragged and heartfelt—as the energy of the blade ate his soul, and dragged him forward so he tumbled dead into the firepit.  The sword’s work done, it vanished back into the either until the next time it was summoned. 
 
    “Oops!” Colt muttered.  “It just jumped right out my hand.” 
 
    As liquid gold harmlessly bled down the side of his head, he turned red-copper eyes to Cad.  The two were almost nose-to-nose.  Cad gripped the scythe-blade’s hilt with both hands, still muscling it into Colt’s body.  The place the sword bit was exactly where younger Colt had shown us his new scar earlier.  
 
    Same scar, different Colt. 
 
    The fey lord frowned at how difficult it was to cut into Colt’s flesh and bone.  “Body armor,” Cad asked, “or are you using magic after all to save your life?” 
 
    “No magic.  We dragon-born are just tough sons of bitches.”  Colt lay his empty hand lightly against Cad’s chest.  The red-copper glow of his eyes flared brighter.  “Time to die.” 
 
    Raw strands of lightning crawled over Colt’s body.  The jags were thick as his wrist: blinding, crawling snakes that pounced on the Summer King, burrowing into his naked body, blowing away chunks of burnt meat, lifting him off his feet, into a high arc that dropped him onto the central pile of coals so his corpse could get a proper roast. 
 
    Half blinded by the lightning flashes, most of the spectators flinched away from the edge of the firepit, ducking low as if they expected the red-copper lightning to come chasing after them next.  Only the Oracle gave no reaction, and not because she was blind.  She knew she was safe, or she’d have chosen someplace else to stand. 
 
    Queens Kellyn and Syrah had reflexively lifted their hands.  A barrier of shadow and a wall of ice had formed, spreading protectively left and right, but the precautions weren’t necessary. 
 
    I jumped down into the pit, having nothing to worry about from lighting.  Grounding out, Colt’s bolts blasted into the gravel, creating craters, spraying loose rock that rattled off of ice and shadow.  Reaching my son, I braced him, easing the scythe-blade out of his side.  His side was wet with blood.  I tossed the sword aside, hearing it clatter. 
 
    “I guess you did like that new scar.  “You did nothing to avoid it,” I said. 
 
    “It will buy me a lot of sympathy with the girls.  They really get worked up over stuff like this.  Uh, you can let go now.  I can stand.”  
 
    “Shut up.  You’re my son.  I can take care of you if I want to.” 
 
    Sweating, Aleys ran to us, deftly avoiding the potholes in the gravel, keeping clear of the coals.  It couldn’t be comfortable for her, even though her mana level was higher than fey no of the Phoenix Court.  She was probably more resistant to illness, and could regenerate her wounds.  Only the really ancient—like her father—failed from physical stresses. 
 
    She shouldered me aside and pressed a bunched-up scarf into his side.  I could have told her it had already stopped bleeding, but she didn’t ask. 
 
    Colt made a show of leaning on her for support.  “Thanks,” he rasped.  They hobbled off to the wall.  Colt turned back to look at me.  “Old Man?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Just because I hate your guts doesn’t mean I don’t love you.” 
 
    I nodded.  “I know.  Why should you be less complicated than me?” 
 
    There was a double peel of mission bells, an arbitrary phantom sound from high over the keep.  This would travel across Fairy to announce the deaths of lords in the Land, and would galvanize the remaining fey royalty to gather their armies.  I didn’t know why that sound had been chosen by the Land for such a purpose.  A flurry of trumpet notes would have done served the same purpose.   
 
    There was a copper-red flash of light and Big Colt became Little Colt.  He grabbed his discarded shirt.  It was scaled down for him now.  Colt looked down at his perfect, unscarred side.  No scar.  His face reflected disappointment.  “Guess I’ll have to wait a few years to get it back.”  He pulled his shirt back on and looked up at Aleys.  “Hey can you boost me up?” 
 
    She shook off his transformation, adjusting quickly.  Fey are used to magic and illusion mixing freely with reality so that they all seem the same thing sometimes.  Without a word, she gathered him under the armpits, picked him up, and seated him on the edge of the wall.   
 
    She pointed a demanding finger at his face.  “You’d better not forget your promise.  I expect you to keep my unwanted suitors at bay.” 
 
    Her brother came up to me.  “Lord Deathwalker.  I believe I owe you an oath of fealty.” 
 
    “That, or a sister,” I said. 
 
    He gave a huff of a laugh.  “The oath will be a lot easier for me to manage.  Once my father has finished dying, I will give you what you ask as the new king of the Phoenix Court.” 
 
    I smiled like a shark.  “You’d better.” 
 
    The threat was just to keep in practice.  I knew he’d keep his word.  To break a promise is to lie, and a lie costs a fey their magic.  He’d die first. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Another day, another target.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I stood with the guards on the cold, stone battlements, looking over the notched wall at the retreating armies.  They’d come to recover the status quo and were leaving with their dead and a better future than they would have actually had by winning.  In time, they might see and understand my generosity. 
 
    Aleys chose to remain with us.  She seemed to be nursing a grudge against her brother for treating her like a piece of meat to be bartered away.  How her brother was going to explain this to their dad, I didn’t know.  Though, if the ill lord died without Aleys being in the land, her brother had a clear path to power.   
 
    Maybe that’s her purpose; not to rule, but to have a shadow of illegitimacy hanging over his rule forever.   
 
    I had the feeling that I didn’t want Aleys as an enemy.  Her thoughts went deep, her vengeance a shrewd knife.  Subtleness always gives me trouble, unless it’s my own brand. 
 
    I lifted my gaze to the clouds.  The cover had broken up a little, exposing a strip of black velvet sky jeweled with electric-blue stars.  My thoughts drifted toward the challenges ahead.  I was half-way home.  Before I could turn my machinations to the Wildlands, I had four enemies to go: The Nightmare, Phantom, Bone, and Thorn Courts.  The question was: who do I take on next?  The choice was obvious.   
 
    Nightmare Court.   
 
    I’d fled them once on the astral plains, and had literally nuked them with my imagination, with a modern Earth horror they’d never conceived of.  If I were lucky, they were still too twitchy of me to put up a good fight.  There’s nothing like a confirmed reputation for massive overkill to make people wary of triggering you. 
 
    Perhaps, I should get some specialized help on this one.  Who do I know that’s scary as fuck?  Ah, yes! 
 
    I looked around at the boys on watch.  “Uh, guys, I’ve got a friend portaling in, sorta, so try not to overreact.  The Red Lady Selene is dangerous even when not pissed off.” 
 
    “The Red Lady?  Goddess of the Red Moon?” the Captain of the Guard asked. 
 
    I smiled at him.  “Why, yes.  You’ve heard of her?” 
 
    “She’s a just a legend, right?” 
 
    They hoped so.  They prayed so.  Here in Fairy, ages ago, Selene had fought the Wild Hunt across most of their kingdoms, leaving death and devastation to scar the lands.  At the end of the grueling battle, the survivors had begged for mercy.  Since then, they’d spent ages rebuilding their strength, growing their numbers again.  Somehow, that ancient conflict had provided the catalyst for Selene the red dragon to ascend to goddesshood, leveling up to her current status.  She’d never shared the details with me, but in the history of the fey, in their dictionaries, Ultimate Terror had her picture by it. 
 
    “I’d pull back if I were guys.” 
 
    They hurried to obey, giving me plenty of room. 
 
    I lifted my voice into the night.  “Selene, honey, I need you.” 
 
    Laughter danced in the air like cherry blossoms.  Red star-points spilled from overhead like an invasion of an alternate space.  The fire-fall thickened, swirled, a condensing flurry.    Inside that narrow storm, a female-shape appeared, a crimson shadow.  The glow dimmed out with the star-points.  Selene stood there in a gown the color of fresh-spilt blood.  The Red Lady always lived up to her name.  Her dark red hair draped her back.  Her eyes were red-hot coals that hazed the air in front of her face with a bloody light.   
 
    There was a collective inhalation from the fey guards, fear and awe.  Scared spitless, they said nothing to draw attention.  I’d always heard you were supposed to whistle while going past cemeteries to show your courage.   
 
    No one’s whistling. 
 
    Her beauty always hit me like a brick in riot.  She looked like an edgy prom date you dared not disappoint.  Her lips were bright red and glossy, stretched into a too-wide smile that had a predatory quality.  Her petite hands and slender arms were sheathed in red-leather gloves with red-chrome spikes at the knuckles.  Her mighty breasts were red moons all on their own, moons I hungered to taste and fondle.   
 
    Seeing my heated gaze, she swept in and draped herself against me, her arms going over my shoulders, her lips capturing mine.  In the back shadows of my mind, golden eyes opened, shining with welcome as my inner dragon stirred.  Coils slithered, rustled, a sound only I heard.  Her tongue invaded my mouth, demanding reply.  I crushed her against me, my hunger leaping like a holocaust of lightning, fed by the royal dragon within me. 
 
    At last, she pulled back to stare into my eyes.  Her smile collapsed, dead seriousness taking over her face.  “I’ve missed you.  All parts of you.  You’ve been having fun without me.  I can still smell them on you.” 
 
    “Yes, I have.   That’s nothing new, but it has been in the line of duty.”  Looking past her, I noticed the guards had withdrawn, seeking safety from some coming storm.  “I’ve got five more ties to steal, beg, or barrow before I can claim all of Fairy.  We’re going after the Nightmare Court next.  You’re going to have to be scarier than ever before.” 
 
    “I suppose I might help you out—for a price.” 
 
    “Are you going to chain me to your bed again?” 
 
    “Oh, honey, that’s just a down payment.  You’re also going to need me against the Wild Hunt.  That is no small favor you’re asking.  It is a new Wild Hunt than the one I fought and almost destroyed in past ages.  These new riders are not glutted on arrogance.  They will not blithely assume they are superior.  Repeating history will not be easy for me.”   
 
    “Yeah, but you have me and Colt, too.” 
 
    “Where is my darling boy?” 
 
    “I left him with Aleys.” 
 
    “Aleys?” 
 
    “She’s a fey lady from the Phoenix Court.  He says she’s going to be important in years to come.” 
 
    Selene’s eyes narrowed.  “Then why don’t I know of her?  I know all the women that will ever be important to him.” 
 
    I nodded.  Yeah, you’re that obsessed. 
 
    My inner dragon said: A loving mother never gives up her children, not when she’s dragon-born. 
 
    It was time to cross-check the recent change introduced into Selene’s non-linear experience of time.  “so, uh, what do you think of Colt’s new scar.” 
 
    Her eyes opened widely.  “My baby’s been hurt?  You let that happen!” 
 
    “Not nine-year-old Colt,” I said.  “The older Colt that showed up today for the first time.  He was seventeen, maybe eighteen.  The one that hates my guts.” 
 
    Sympathy softened her face. She patted my Kevlar chest protector.  “Your heart is hurting.” 
 
    I lied.  “No.  I’m a sociopath.  A heartless bastard.  I don’t feel pain.” 
 
    She kept patting my chest.  “No, of course not.  Wait!”  Her fingers dug into the Kevlar, gouging deep.  “What’s this about a new scar?  Colt only has the one on his back that he got on the Dragon World.” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow and gently disengaged her fingers before they finished off my chest protector and pierced my chest.  “Apparently there’s been a small shift in the timeline that you don’t know about.” 
 
    “Something I don’t know about?”  She made it sound like utter heresy. 
 
    Pounding steps came from the turret that hid the spiral stairs.  Nine-year-old Colt burst into view, Aleys only a few steps behind.  She looked out of breath, all red in the face.  Colt’s face radiated excitement, joy.  A few feet off, he launched himself into the air, arms open.  “Mom!” 
 
    She spun from me and caught him, wrapping him in a hug.   
 
    Aleys skidded to a stop, leaning forward, taking a moment to recover her breath.  She still wore the white gown with blue ribbon, but had added a maroon cashmere cape with fox fur trim that I didn’t remember her coming to the keep with.  I had a suspicion that Aleys was allowing Colt to buy her affection since his designs on her were far different from those the older Colt possessed.  Young Colt probably thought it his idea.   
 
    Well, I had no problem with it.  It wasn’t like Colt didn’t have power to burn.  And I’d had him make the sheath and belt for my titanium katana.  Who was I to throw stones. 
 
    Aleys straightened, taking in the reunion of Colt with his mother. 
 
    The fey girl looked at me.  “Who is that?” 
 
    “Colt’s mother.  She just dropped in to make sure I hadn’t lost our kid, or let him needlessly take part in any duels.”  I sent her a warning glance to watch what she said. 
 
    Aleys grinned.  “No.  that would be wrong.” 
 
    I nodded.  “I know, right?  I’m a good father, sort of.  At least, he eats regularly.  That’s more than many kids have.” 
 
    She nodded.  “And you’re teaching him how to be a plundering warlord so he will have a trade.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Thoughtful to a fault…”  I broke off as Selene’s attention returned to me.  She and Colt held hands.   
 
    Predatory, too-wide smile back in place, Selene’s stare slid to Aleys, taking in every detail.  “I understand you are my son’s playdate.  This is a new friendship?” 
 
    “We just met,” the fey princess said. 
 
    “What do you think of him?” Selene asked. 
 
    “Which one?” Aleys asked.  As fey, she displayed great care in the use of her words, and in being precise. 
 
    “Either.  Both,” Selene said. 
 
    Aleys looked at the Colt that was with us.  “He is a charming boy.  A lot of love and care has obviously gone into him from a good mother.” 
 
    Hearing that, a little of the brittle tension left Selene’s smile.  “Thank you.  That’s kind of you to say.” 
 
    “Simply the truth.”  Aleys had to answer truthfully, being what she was, but truth has many shades, a tool to be used sparingly so the enemy isn’t armed.  “The older version struck me as a trifle conflicted.  He blames his father,” Aleys added unnecessarily.   
 
    Selene slanted me a glare.  “Yes.  That’s probably accurate.” 
 
    “Hey!” I objected.  “How’s that fair?” 
 
     From inside my head, my inner dragon glared as well.  I blame you, too. 
 
    I just can’t win. 
 
    “Has Colt shown you his scar?” Selene asked. 
 
    Aleys shook her head.  “He didn’t really show it to me, but I was there when he killed the Summer and Autumn Kings.  It was terrible, so much blood.”  
 
    I began to ease slowly back toward the turret.   
 
    Selene’s stare stabbed me into stillness.  Her voice remained sweetly pleasant as she continued her conversation with Aleys.  “It’s a big scar, then?  From a life-threatening wound?” 
 
    I felt an ass-kicking coming on that I didn’t really want to be a part of.  “Colt’s decision.  I couldn’t talk him out of it.” 
 
    “It’s a really cool scar.”  Colt lifted his shirt and traced a line with his fingernail.  “It will be about that long.”  He exaggerated a little. 
 
    High above, the rift in the clouds closed.  They were red, as if full of a blood rain ready to fall.  Red coils of lightning wove in and out of the cloud cover.   Thunder boomed, like a giant dragon kicking the world.  The red light of Selene’s eyes grew more intense, hazing away more of her humanity.   
 
    “It’s not my fault,” I lied. 
 
    She hit me with a look that conveyed her willingness to kill, resurrect, and kill me all over again.  It made my balls hurt. 
 
    I have got to derail this conversation.   
 
    I decided to throw Aleys to the wolves, so to speak.  I smiled at her.  “Did I thank you for helping him from the ring.  You know, I think he’s a little sweet on you.  He might even have been showing off a little.  What was that he promised?  To kill off anyone else trying to win your hand?” 
 
    Aleys frowned at me, just beginning to scent her danger.  “That’s not exactly right.  He just said I didn’t have to be worried about being forced into marriage.” 
 
    I added a last nail in her coffin.  “Well, he did say he was going to be courting you.” 
 
    The fey girl shrugged.  “I can’t help it that he finds me beautiful.  Many men do.” 
 
    The brittleness was back in Selene’s smile.  Red lightning chased it’s tail high overhead.  Thunder followed, making me cringe.   
 
    Selene said, “You should be careful on your journey home.  The wilds are full of many savage beasts.  Something might happen to that beauty of yours.” 
 
    Talk about a not-so-veiled threat… 
 
    “Uh, Selene, for Colt to one day inherit Fairy from me as its new Overlord, he will one day have to marry a fey princess.  One who has sworn allegiance to us already might be a good choice, especially if he already likes her.  I mean, the damage is done.” 
 
    “Always room for more damage,” Selene muttered. 
 
    Aleys chose that moment to turn arrogant.  “I’m not sure I’d have him.  He hasn’t any fey blood in him.  That means he can lie to me whenever he wants!” 
 
    Colt’s eyes grew big.  “I don’t lie!  I don’t have to.” 
 
    “Wait until you get older and have to start dealing with women.  You’ll find it’s necessary,” I said. 
 
    Both Selene and Aleys stared like I was something they needed to scrape off their shoes. 
 
    Crap.  I said that out loud.  I need another conversational diversion, quick. 
 
    I lifted both eyebrows and pointed a finger at Aleys.  “Hey, did Colt show you the dungeon?  We’ve got an interesting specimen there, I mean prisoner.   A fey immortal.  You can kill him, over and over, and he keeps bouncing back.  Quite annoying, really.  And he likes to rape women I understand.  I just don’t know what Queen Kellyn is going to do with him.” 
 
    “A bad man,” Colt agreed.   
 
    “Immortal, you say?” Selene asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Too stupid to be afraid 
 
    makes roadkill of us all.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I watched the frozen mountains give way to high, withered brown grass, and twisted tree stumps that were goblins at the edge of sight until you looked straight at them.  We followed a dusty road rutted by wagon wheels.  Colt and Selene rode with me in my protective red sphere.   
 
    Travel in Fairy is half state-of-mind.  Landmarks like to get up and move when you aren’t looking. Finding Nightmare proved easy; I just kept thinking: I hope we don’t get caught in Nightmare.  That would be terrible! 
 
    It came like a slobbery dog in need of a warm bed.   
 
    The morning air was a moldy gray shroud that made flat shadows out of hangman trees—many with hanged men still swaying on ropes.  One such body developed detail as we passed it closely.  The clothing of the purple-faced man reminded me of something a riverboat gambler might wear. I assumed the Nightmare Land was pulling images from my mind, reflecting them at me.  This particular corpse had several cawing, albino crows on it.  One pecked at an eye.  Another tore off an ear and flew away with the prize.   
 
    A quote from Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar ghosted through my mind: Friends, Romans, countrymen, lend me your ears... 
 
    “This is cool,” Colt said.  “It’s like Halloween all the time.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Yeah, but without the candy.  Someone gives you something here, it’s going to be a poisoned apple.” 
 
    The remaining crow turned pink eyes our way.  As if sensing our passing, he cawed and flapped away in a burst.  The leaden fog swallowed him. 
 
    Well, the land knew we were here.  This kingdom was just more interactive than most.  I hoped the residents remain oblivious to our stealth-mode invasion. 
 
    Ahead, I saw moving shadows, three human shapes shambling along.  They stopped at a crossroads to stare at a signpost. We drew closer and the shadows became a scarecrow family, frozen in place. The signs pointed every direction but had the same destination spelled out in letters that dripped blood: Hell. 
 
    My red shell carried us on. I looked back, and as soon as the mist reclaimed the scarecrows, they began to move once more, probably residents of the land.  This was probably not nightmarish to them.  When Nightmare is all you know, you don’t miss better dreams.  They’re not normal. 
 
    Selene was all kid-in-a-candy-store, her face almost pressed to the rolling red shell as she stared out.  “I’m getting so many ideas.” 
 
    I remembered the narwhal-millipede tentacle-raping monsters she’d unleashed on the Villagers before we closed dimension access to their space.  “I’ve never known you to lack inspiration.  You are a curdling terror all on your own.” 
 
    Floating inside the shell, she turned and drifted to me.  She framed my face in her hands and kissed me soundly.  “You say the sweetest things, when you’re not chewing on your foot.” 
 
    “Can’t you guys save the mushy stuff for when I’m not around?” Colt asked. 
 
    “One of these day,” I said, “you’re going to find the right girl and not mind so much.” 
 
    Colt shuddered with revulsion.  “Like that’s going to happen.” 
 
    “You know,” I said, “a harem isn’t really just for making grilled cheese sandwiches and giving you someone to watch anime with.” 
 
    “What else is there?” Colt asked. 
 
    I lowered my voice.  “I’ve got some magazines I’ll loan you when you hit puberty.” 
 
    Selene pointed a finger at my face.  Her eyes blazed with warning.  “Don’t you dare.” 
 
    You can’t let a woman know you’re afraid of her.  She’ll run you forever.  
 
    Playfully, I took a nip at her finger, snapping teeth just short.  
 
    She jerked her hand back.   
 
    I stared at Colt.  “Girls are also good for cooking, cleaning, laundry; all that female stuff.” 
 
    Colt looked up at me.  “That doesn’t sound very respectful.” 
 
    I put on a hurt expression.  “I respect women—at least the ones I sleep with.  Makes me a perfect gentleman, to a select few.  Look, feminists are always saying they’re superior to guys, right?  Doesn’t that mean they’d be superior at domestic chores, too?” 
 
    Colt continued to stare, looking nearly convinced. “You’d think so.” 
 
    “Colt,” Selene said.  “You know better than to listen to your father’s musings.” 
 
    He ducked his head, not quite meeting her eyes.  “Sorry.” 
 
    After a minute, he looked ahead.  “Are we there yet?”  
 
    “I really hope not,” I said.  “That might scare me.” 
 
    The fog thickened, swirled, then drew back a little, resetting the stage.  And we were in a medieval village with stone-wall houses and thatched roofs.  The grass remained brown and dry, poking up through flagstone walkways.  The dirt road under us morphed into tan and beige cobblestones, not that it made a difference to the smooth roll of the energy sphere we traveled in.     
 
     One street connected with another.  Some neighborhoods had high walls around better constructed houses. These structures had narrow brick chimneys that stained the air with blotches of dirty smoke.  I kept us moving uphill on the general theory that fey lords like to look down on everyone else.   
 
    We reached a high ridge behind the town.  On top of it, I saw a set of black towers with conical roofs.  The towers were connected by a two-story manor.  A gray brick road wound snake-like up to the ridge, the land to either side of the road eroded away. 
 
    I looked at Colt.  “We’re there.” 
 
    He looked up the weaving road to the top of the ridge.  “Not yet.” 
 
    “That looks too much like a trap to me,” I said.  “I think we need alternate transportation from here.”  I cut the flow of power from my shadow-tat and the red shell flickered and died.  Colt and I dropped a few feet to the cobblestone road.   
 
    Selene continued to float in the air.  “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “Air Colt.”   
 
    Colt lifted both eyebrows.  “What?” 
 
    I smiled at him.  “Go dragon, and give mom and dad a ride.” 
 
    He grinned.  “Sure.”  He hopped backwards and his little body went monochromatic, a red-copper haze of light.  The light swelled to the size of a school bus, the shape altering, sprouting wings.  The light faded out and a red dragon hovered.  Yellow stylized flames adorned his sides, identical to those routinely painted onto the sides of hot rods.  The beating wings washed us with wind, a whump-whump-whump sound.  He landed and grounded knobby, scaly knees, offering us his back to ride. 
 
    I leaped to the base of his long neck and seated myself on his shoulders.  Selene drifted over and landed behind me.  Her arms slid around my waist and locked in place.  And suddenly, we were both wearing crash helmets and googles.  Colt stood up on all four feet and furiously pumped his wings.  We rose into the sky, lurching toward the gray brick road. 
 
    The bricks blurred, losing distinction.  The entire road peeled upward, a giant ribbon with horizontal ribbing underneath.  The ascending road’s beginning edge split, becoming an open mouth.  Hinged fangs folded down and locked in place.  Yellow eyes opened.  The back of the road repatterned itself into scales, the gray blushing into pink, blue, and green mottling.  It was like someone had made a monster out of candies.  A hissing, agitated monster.  The tail pulled loose from the top of the ridge and flicked with annoyance.  With the front and back of the snake raised, its middle rested on a ribbon of dirt that still made a swaying path to the top, a path we had no need of as we plunged through the air straight at the snake. 
 
    The snaked hissed loudly. 
 
    Colt roared, a battle scream wreathed with swaths of smoke. 
 
    I gave Colt’s neck a friendly pat.  “So, uh, how’s the fire-breath coming?” 
 
    The scream cut off.  The neck flailed and whipped.  Four smoke rings popped out of Colt’s mouth.  This was followed by a growl of embarrassment. 
 
    “We’ll work on that,” I said. 
 
    Selene pulled a hand from my waist and gestured toward the top of Colt’s head.  Crimson flashes danced there, and a box appeared that contained four tubes.  The assembly strapped itself on, a ridiculous party hat. 
 
    “A rocket launcher?” I said.  “That almost feels like cheating.”  
 
    Hearing me, Colt turned his face my way.  The rocket launcher pointed my way too.  I waved his head away.  “Carefully.  I’m not a fan of friendly fire unless I’m doing it.” 
 
    Hastily, Colt looked forward again. 
 
    Selene tightened her grip, a hug.  “Don’t worry.  I have control of the launcher.” 
 
    Yeah, that going to ease my mind. 
 
    Actually, as the snake launched it fanged maw right at us, I was happy for the rockets.  Two of them fired.  A backwash of smoke and fire parted around Selene and I—her protective shell this time, not mine. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    She laid her face against my back and murmured.  “No problem.” 
 
    Beating our speed, both rockets streaked ahead and smacked the snake in the head.  Thunder rolled.  Bloody chunks sprayed freely. What was left of the head—not a whole lot—was blackened and burning with flames, trailing smoke. 
 
    I yelled at Colt. “That’s not going to stop it. Primitive creatures keep going long after they’re dead.” 
 
    Colt swerved, angling higher to get clear of the thrashing reptile.  The snake’s convulsions became its second undoing as it slipped off the ribbon of dirt and fell from sight.  With Colt banking, we followed beside the dirt road.  The chasm under us sheltered an impenetrable darkness in which anything could lurk, and probably did.  Colt pumped his wings harder, driving us higher into a darkening sky.  Time sprang ahead to keep pace, rushing evening upon us.   
 
    We hung above the ridge, looking down on the manor with its bookend towers.  Overhead, a huge golden moon faded in, gilding a deepening night.  Lights came on in the manor.  Will-o-the-Wisps swarmed across the sprawling rooftops and gables, chasing each other around chimneys. 
 
    The missile launcher fired off it’s last two rockets.  Selene’s red barrier appeared to deflect the exhausts away from us.  The backwash did Colt’s dragon scales no damage at all.   The manor was less fortunate.  The roof exploded with twin booms.  Tiles disintegrated.  Smoke and flames roiled together.  The drifting wisps of light scattered, fleeing in all directions. 
 
    The launcher vanished off of Colt’s head. 
 
    I spoke over my shoulder.  “Couldn’t resist using them up, huh?” 
 
    I felt her shrug behind me.  “You were going to knock on the door anyway.  Now, you don’t have to.” 
 
    “That’s certainly true.  And it’s not like we ever had the element of surprise in this kingdom.  It reserves that for itself.” 
 
    Colt settled on the front lawn, between two stunted, gnarled oaks.  The mansion had green, well-watered grass spoiled by gopher holes.  Selene slid off and I followed.  Once we were clear, Colt went all red-copper light and returned to his nine-year-old child form.  His black hoodie with the big white skull on its front fit in perfectly with the haunted, burning manor in front of us.   
 
    Nobody ran outside to get to safety. 
 
    “Are we going in?” Colt asked. 
 
    “To a burning building?  That’s hardly safe.  I’d prefer a reboot of the scene.” 
 
    “How do we get that?” Colt asked. 
 
    I smiled.  “We use fear against fear.” 
 
    “And…,” he asked. 
 
    “Do you know what dinosaurs fear the most?” I asked. 
 
    “Bigger dinosaurs?” Colt asked.  “Being made into dino-burgers?” 
 
    “It wasn’t bigger dinosaurs that made them go extinct,” I explained. 
 
    “The ice age?” Selene asked. 
 
    “The Earth got hit by a meteor.”  It brought on a sort of nuclear winter.  That brought on the ice age.”  I lifted a hand, pointing into a starry infinity streaked with falling stars.  “We have in-coming.”   
 
    Colt looked up.  “Are those…” 
 
    “Selene,” I said, “we are going to need a very tough barrier, unless the local lord—” 
 
    Everything vanished.  The horror I had invoked was not allowed to happen.  The three of us stood in a corporate boardroom, all of Nightmare reduced to endless darkness on almost every side.  We saw a glossy black table that stretched and faded into that darkness.  There were tiffany stained glass lamps on the table that created pools of light even though there were no electrical cords.   
 
    I turned and saw one end of the table very close.  Beyond that, a frail old man sat in a throne-like chair.  He wore a charcoal business suit with a royal blue handkerchief.  His wrinkled face was mottled with white spots of leprosy.  His silver hair had streaks of dark grey at the temples.  His scraggly mustache matched, a blend of silver and darker gray.  Plastic tubes ran from his nose to an oxygen tank on a stand behind his chair.  Past that, on a small piece of wall, an oil panting hung with an ornate gold frame.  The portrait showed the same man seated before us.  He lifted a trembling hand that was more claw than anything else, and pointed.  His hand fell to the dark stained table as if he’d tired himself out.   
 
    His thin voice rasped.  “You have business with me?” 
 
    “You are?” I asked. 
 
    “Occultus.  King of Nightmare, Lord of Shadows…and…”  He paused to cough blood.  It splattered his lips and chin, and the tabletop in front of him.  He groaned and used his handkerchief to wipe his face and then the table.  A smear of blood remained when he was done.  “Damn, I hate getting old.” 
 
    On the side of the chair opposite the oxygen tank, a brass stand reached up to form a hook that held a wire birdcage.  Inside the cage, a hill mynah bird gripped a swing with orange claws, his orange beak and crest feathers bright in contrast to a black, feathered body.  Squawk.  “Getting old.  Getting old.” 
 
    The old geezer cackled to himself and drew another wheezy breathy.  “It’s what all fey fear the most.  Though they’ve had hundreds of years of life, it’s never enough.” 
 
    I thought of the Pretender I’d left chained in Queen Kellyn’s dungeon.  I thought of all the times I’d put a bullet in his head and he’d just bounced back.  He’s never fear age, but he sure might get tired of life, eventually, unless we killed him enough times to turn his brain to oatmeal.  Then he’d just happily drool into eternity.   
 
    I shrugged.  “There are worse things.” 
 
    “Really?”  The old man waved me to a nearby chair.  “Sit.  Tell me about them.”  He coughed up a little more blood. 
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    “A scary threat is like a ten-year  
 
    blended scotch; good when needed.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    The old man wiped blood off his lips. 
 
    Colt took a chair and stared.  “Have you seen a doctor about that?” 
 
    Occultus stared back.  “You don’t find this horrifying?” 
 
    Squawk!  “Horrifying.  Horrifying!” the mynah bird echoed. 
 
    I answered.  “Sad, really.  Makes me want to club you like a baby seal to end your suffering.”  I pulled out a chair and sat, bringing my Raider AR pistol and backpack around to my front to get comfortable.  Carrying the pack with the mega-tie in it on this mission was risky, but it was too valuable to leave behind.  That would have made me vulnerable to a thief—like myself. 
 
    I addressed my host.  “Say, you got any whiskey around this place?” 
 
    The old man raised a hand in the air and fluttered it for attention.  
 
    Clacking sounds came out of the thick darkness.  Moments later, fleshless skeletons in loose butler uniforms ambled into view.  They carried three silver trays to the table and set them down.  One had crumbly crackers with globs of processed cheese spread squirted on top. Another tray had raw veggies: broccoli, cauliflower, carrot, and tomato, and bell pepper with a non-fat yogurt dip.  The third tray had a shot glass, a bowl of ice, and a bottle of Knobby Creek Smoked Maple Whiskey.  It had about half-a-cup of tequila worms mixed in.  They floated dead in an amber-brown sea.  Someone had made a serious mistake. 
 
    “Good stuff,” the old man said.  “Aged three weeks.” 
 
    There aren’t many whiskies I’d have refused to drink, but this one came close.  I glowered at Occultus.  “Smoked maple?  Really?” 
 
    You couldn’t find the raspberry humus flavored? 
 
    Squawk!  “Really?  Really?”  Squawk!   
 
    The old man shrugged.  “This is Nightmare.  We have to maintain our standards.” 
 
    Selene sat and pulled the tray of cheesy crackers over to her.  She produced her own bottle of red wine, materializing it in a bucket loaded with ice.  The bucket sat on the tabletop near her. 
 
    “How can you eat that?” I asked. 
 
    “I started life in the dungeons of Atlantis when I first met you, my love.  I trained for centuries to get strong enough so no one could ever cage me again.  I made myself a goddess to be worthy of you and to help you fight for your future.  You don’t do all that by being a fussy eater.” 
 
    Colt stared at her like he’d never seen his mom in this light before.  “Explains a lot.” 
 
    As the others left, another skeleton approached carrying a dusty glass jar with long-handled, silver tongs poking out of it.  Using the tongs, he garnished the dip with a couple of dead flies and left, his bare feet clacking. 
 
    “Let’s just cut to the chase,” I said.  “By now, you ought to know why we’re here.” 
 
    “Your desire is to piece the soul of the land back together.  A worthy goal.  It would put a little Nightmare in everything.  The problem is, Nightmare is a realm of thought as well as magic.  I could give you the tie, but it would only destroy your mind.  There are reasons humans develop secondary personalities and hysterical amnesia; there is a limit to the horror and darkness a mind can endure.  I am lord precisely because of my flexibility.” 
 
    In the back of my mind, Jack Nicholson said, “You can’t handle the truth!” 
 
    I smiled.  “That sounds like a challenge.” 
 
    Squawk!  “A challenge.  A challenge.” 
 
    I suddenly realized a scent as missing.  I pushed forward and turned to see past Colt.  Selene smiled vacuously, eyes open, but no one home.  Unlike Colt, she had no scent.  She was illusion.  A glamour. 
 
    I stood, pushing back my chair, and turned toward Occultus.  “Where’s the real Selene?” 
 
    “Dad?” Colt looked confused.  “She’s right there.” 
 
    “Never use just your eyes,” I told him.  I returned my glare to the old man, but he wasn’t old any longer.  The air tank and tubing were gone.  The years had fallen away along with the leper spots.  His hair was solid black and a spectral green light shone in his eyes.  Occultus looked thirty-five.  His business suit had been replaced with robes of darkness and, as I watched, he stood.  His body swelled ever higher so he dwarfed us and the table.  And still he grew until I felt like a mouse needing to scurry to safety.   
 
    Perhaps that was the point.  He was showing me the difference between us, hoping I’d just go away.  What had he said?  Nightmare is as much a state of mind as magic.  Maybe here, they were actually the same thing and he needed us to give him the fear that he used against us. 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question,” I said. 
 
    Squawk!  “Question.  Question.” 
 
    I still had the Raider AR pistol at my side, hanging from a strap.  Seizing the raptor grip, I swung the pistol out to full extension and fired one-handed.  My dragon strength kept the muzzle unwavering as I squeezed off several .300 rounds into the birdcage. 
 
    The wires twisted and ripped.  The mynah bird shredded.  The whole cage slammed away into the wall.  Feathers drifted in the air.  The cage bounced off the wall, hit the floor, and rolled.  Scraps of bird flopped out and pulled together, fusing into a new, zombie version.   
 
    It screeched somewhat raggedly at me, a little ticked. 
 
    “Fuck you,” I said. 
 
    “Fuck you!  Fuck you!” 
 
    “Don’t teach my bird bad words,” Occultus chided, his boomy voice falling from high above.  “I might have to step on you,” 
 
     “Colt,” I said, “go find your mother.  If this idiot does something stupid like convincing her I’m dead, she’ll destroy the world in her grief.  Us included.” 
 
    “On it!”  He ran off into the darkness, leaving Occultus to me.   
 
    I looked up at him.  Big, but then most everyone I fight is bigger.  That’s never stopped me from kicking ass.  “I think your horror is a paper tiger.  Looks good on paper, but no bite when you know it’s just for show.  You don’t have the power to scare me.  I’ve lived my life with a Villager’s magic seal on my mind, put there when I was a child, so my full strength wouldn’t emerge and destroy everything I’d one day want to own.  I have more horror in my little toe than you have in your whole realm.  I know you sense this, vaguely, or you’d have seriously attacked me already.  And now, you’re wondering if all that is true, or if I’m trying to baffle you with bullshit.  Better guess right.” 
 
    I shifted the backpack back in place behind me, and let the Raider AR pistol hang loosely in my hand.  The coming test of power wasn’t going to happen in the physical world.  I knew this. 
 
    “You really want to do this?” Occultus asked.  “Go one on one, mind to mind, and see who can survive a feast of terror?” 
 
    “You’ve never seen terror until you’ve been to the deepest, darkest crevasse of my mind.  You’ve never seen the shadows I hide from the world for its own protection.  Not even Selene knows that side of me.  It’s the one force strong enough to break her obsessive compulsions to own me.” 
 
    Even goddesses have survival instincts, places they won’t go. 
 
    Occultus laughed.  “Oh, now I am intrigued.  Let’s do this.” 
 
    “Put your tie on the line.  You already have home court advantage.  And you’re used to fighting this way.  Even if you lose, you’re taking my horror into yourself, the richest gift ever made.  I deserve an equal chance to get ahead.” 
 
    “You make a convincing point.  If I am allowed to continue as lord of my land under your reign as Overlord, I don’t think I’ll mind.  Fine.  For the tie, then.  Let’s take this duel to the astral plains.” 
 
    I nodded.  It was always going to come down to this one day.  No darkness can hide forever. 
 
    The living Darkness of Nightmare crashed in, obliterating light, and I felt my mind grasped and ripped away… 
 
      
 
    People think there is just one astral plain.  There are many, each shaped by its traveler.  Each plain has levels, like in a sea, not always clearly defined.  They are co-continuums where entities can travel past each other and never know it.  A man and a microbe share the same dimension but are forever invisible to one another due to simple scale.  The part of the electromagnetic spectrum a man sees isn’t the same for a spider or wolf, so all their universes are different.   
 
    On the astral plains, where the mind alone sees, scope is proportional to the strength of the mind, and a mind strong enough can bend the weave of the plains and imposing its own reality.  Occultus did this, creating a private pocket universe cut off from the usual laws of the physical universe and the rest of the plains.  After all, we didn’t need outsiders interfering in our game. 
 
    We stood in our little venue on a glass pane glazed with blueish dust.  I could see through to swimming shadows, knobby, twisted, tentacled things with hate-red eyes.  On the glass surface, we occupied the main street of an Old West ghost town.  Abandoned store fronts with dusty, dark windows were on either side.  The boardwalks were weathered gray wood with broken and missing boards here and there. Between buildings were anemone-like trees with lime and ginger bands.  They waved tentacle fronds at us as if to say “Hi.”   
 
    A sorghum scented wind gusted through, rolling a tumbleweed past us in a haze of blue-gray dust.  The sun sank low in a red sky.  Gaslights came on, a pale green-white light.  Somewhere, a crow cawed.  My gaze slid past a saloon with batwing doors.  A saddled skeleton horse was tied up at a dry water trough.  It swung its head my way, staring, then looked away again. 
 
    “Nice atmosphere,” I said.  “Gravity feels a little light, but that’s fine.”  To myself, I looked the same as always.  “Wait, what is this?”  I touched a Bluetooth attached to one ear. 
 
    “Your wireless link back to your body,” Occultus said.  Soul umbilicals are so passé.” 
 
    Occultus wore all-black western wear with a big silver buckle, boots, spurs, hat, and strapped on guns.  He speed-drew his right gun and fired from the hip without taking aim. 
 
    Seeing the beginning of his draw, reflexively, I took a step forward and angled my body to make a smaller target so that his bullet zipped by my head, a clean miss.  While his slug missed, the image that rode it gob-smacked me; for a moment, all I saw was Selene, my precious goddess, naked, demanding sex, all three-hundred pounds of her.  A shudder of revulsion went through me.  The horror nearly dropped me to my knees, but I endured, shaking away the vision. 
 
    “You fight dirty.” My Raider AR pistol went up, extended.  I pulled the trigger and a flatulent sound emerged. 
 
    Oh, potty humor, how precious.   
 
    He was trying to impose an empty magazine on me.  I willed the magazine to be full, at least a hundred thousand rounds, and for the gun to buck and thunder.  It did.   
 
    He tucked and rolled, returning fire. 
 
    I made myself a ghost to his bullets.  They went through me harmlessly.  Not so his images of horror.  Each shot infused me with concepts, sensory input, scenes—all meant to break my mind. 
 
    I’m tied to my bed as Selene covers me with…mutant snails?  I look into the face of Apaches…stretched out over an anthill…  crucified on a Roman cross, gasping for breath, my heart melting in the Palestine heat…as I bail out of a burning biplane with a black backpack, no parachute, and the ground rushing up…because  I’m a suicide, dropping on top of a taxi, caving in the roof…staring at an overcast sky…as Tyrannosaurus Rex lunges out of the jungle, toothy maw clamping down on my head and shoulders…his hot, fetid breath scalding my skin…and I’m on fire…drowning in a bathtub full of cheap gin…clawing out of a shallow grave with a mouthful of centipedes…spitting out…teeth, I bounce off the alley way wall…my bookie hits me again…and again…until…I’m at the daycare center…feeding razor blades to teething babies…because I lost my dream job at Planned Parent…Hoodlums beating my Mustang to death…shattering the windshield…knifing the tires…cutting the crust of a tofu and peach preserve pizza which Colt hates. He spits out the bite…screaming…You’re not my father…I hate you!  And my harem is laughing because I can’t open the bottle and get the little blue pills out…can’t get hard because…I’m a grass-eating male…and no one loves a killer…who can’t love himself… 
 
    The scenes flashed too fast to develop their full potential.   
 
    Needing to regain control of my mind, I pulled up a memory of true horror: I was seventeen, in Austin, Texas, at a strip club, getting hammered on bad booze.  Why?  I don’t remember.  The other patrons have been ripped apart, chewed up, broken.  They’re dead, sprawled across the tables and red carpet of the club.  I’d put bullets in the heads of the zombie strippers, wondering what demented fuck had infected or cursed them.  Then I remembered an Army research facility nearby that worked with pathogens.   
 
    I’m in the middle of a bad horror movie.   
 
    The last striper stood on stage, her D-cup tits sliding, fucking the dance pole.  She moved up and down, the action programed deep in what was left of her mind.  She drooled, bit her plump, red lips, and moaned.  She looked like she still had some body temperature.  I think she was mostly dead, but not all the way there yet.  It was a shame this had happened to her; her platinum hair was a mess, but her body looked still exquisitely beautiful.  Give her a few weeks, she’d have maggots falling out of her eyes.  Now was the time to strike.  It shocked me that I wasn’t put off by the thought of fucking her into submission, then putting a bullet in the back of her brain. 
 
    I jumped onto the stage.  All the killing had me hard as a brick.  I came around behind her, grabbed her hair, and pulled, intending to slam her to the stage and get a little relief.   
 
    The hair came off her, a wig.   
 
    She turned and clawed at me.  I snapped in a punch that broke her teeth.  They fell out of her bloody mouth as she slumped to her knees.   Unzipping, I let my massive cock out to look around. 
 
    She saw my package and her stripper instincts took over.  
 
    Best blow job I ever got. 
 
    Oddly, it was after that youthful indiscretion that my dick started talking to me. 
 
    Another tumble weed rolled by. 
 
     I smiled at Occultus.   “That the best you can do?” 
 
    Maybe, it’s been too long since he’s fought any one this hard.  He seemed out of practice. He’s overplayed his hand, mistaking shock for horror. 
 
    I stopped trying to shoot him and concentrated on simply busting through the ancient ward in my subconscious mind that acted as a limiter.  I stirred my own dark depths: “Come out and play!” 
 
    Somewhere, a zombie mana bird squawked.  “Come out and play.  Come out and play.” 
 
    I heard the slow cracking sound glass makes when its about to shatter under pressure.  I looked down at my feet.  Where each boot touched the dusty glass, a single, deep crack connected them, running to each side of the street.  The mysterious shadow beasts circling in the lower darkness sped up, dodging left and right in sudden agitation.   
 
    Occultus laughed.  “It is as I hoped.  You have lived with your darkest self walled off for so long, you don’t truly want it free.  Part of you is resisting.  That means I win.” 
 
    Wait.   
 
    I thought he had entirely crafted this location.  Apparently, part of it was a resonation of my true self.  That meant that the swimming shadows were the fractured parts of me that I’d spent my life protecting the world from. Here was every dark, starved impulse I had never dared express, the buried strength I needed to beat Occultus. 
 
    I lifted a foot and stomped with dragon strength. 
 
    A little fan of cracks webbed out from under that foot.  I lifted the other foot and stomped.  The cracking sound grew.  A second webbing of cracks weakened the glass.  What my mind couldn’t do alone, could be accomplished by my astral form. 
 
    I lifted my head to Occultus and gave him my scariest smile, the one people only see before I kill them. 
 
    Going bloodless, the fey lord paled under his cowboy hat.  He raised his guns and began emptying them both.  A slug ripped through my left shoulder.  There was a flare of pain, a rip of cloth, and an oozing wound.  The impact shifted my shoulder back.  I brought it forward again, keeping my feet.  More bullets hit.  The pain clarified my animal nature, feeding its bloodlust.  I laughed and pointed my carbine pistol at the glass underfoot.  I squeezed off shot after shot at this barrier to my subconscious mind.   
 
    The glass gave off a string of pops.  The white cracks thickened and extended.  A thick line ran from me to Occultus. 
 
    He stared down at the crack. 
 
    Off between the buildings, the tree-animal things pulled up roots and ran, tentacles flailing in fear.  The zombie mynah bird shrieked and flew away.  “Oh Fuck!  Oh Fuck!” 
 
    I see…shattered glass shards slicing down into the cold, oily waters of my aquarium…as the Elder Gods rise…hungry because I never feed them… 
 
    Tentacles speared up around Occultus, holding him in a knot over the water.  The lumpy head of a nameless one rose behind him.  The light of a huge, alien eye burned with indecipherable emotions born out of time.  Its maw hinged open.  Needle teeth, row upon row, descend and pierced.  Blood sprayed.  Bones crunched. 
 
    Occultus screamed, a long wail of despair that thinned, slashing the air like a knife blade… 
 
     I stood on the air, willing it to support me.  And my lost darkness came at me.  Heads surround me.  Eyes stared.  Needle teeth were bared as undulating song unwound that has been silent for too many years.  Tentacles wrapped around me.  They rubbed.  I reach out to caress, murmuring apologies.  Whispering my love.   
 
    And against all hope, they forgive me. 
 
    And the continuum Occultus made came undone… 
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    “One step forward, one back, and 
 
    a giant leap onto an enemy throat.   
 
    I live my life one kill at a time.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Darkness gave way to a clear night.  Lying on my back, I looked up at the dusty blue glass chunks of a broken moon.  The stars burned an electric blue.  I smelled smoke.  Sitting up, I saw the manor, much of it gone, the remnants smoldering.  The book-end towers leaned, crumbling.  The gray mists were gone.  There was a purity, a peace in the air that had nothing to do with Nightmare.   
 
    Nightmare’s broken, consumed.   
 
    I got my feet under me, picked up my backpack, and the Raider AR pistol which had fallen by my side.  I still wore my sheathed titanium katana.  It swung on its straps as I stood.  I touched my ear.  The Bluetooth was gone, its job done, getting me back to my body.  I’d have to use that image again—the next time I got stupid enough to risk a walkabout across the unseen universe. 
 
    Rising in front of me, out of the ground, called by my strength or maybe the mega-tie in my backpack, a hunk of black crystal greeted me with pulses from its spectral green core.  It was the tie of Nightmare, up for grabs.  Literally.  I grabbed it and knew the kingdom was mine alone. 
 
    Occultus must be dead.  
 
    A mission bell sound echoed across the sky.  I knew the sound would roll on to announce a change of rule throughout Fairy.  The tie’s green light brightened.  Curls of magic grew around my fingers like ivy.  A tendril of light from the tie rippled to my head, curling before my eyes into a mystic knot.   
 
    I heard: the sound of shuffling feet, the stir of anxious voices, the rub of fabric as a crowd approached.  My dragon-nose told me these were the fey residents of the lower town.  I smelled the acid tang of their fear.  They’d lived with fear so long, it had become a kind of comfort.  Now that it is gone, uncertainty scourged them.  Fear darkened their souls.  They’d come with question, hoping they’d like the answers, knowing it wasn’t likely. 
 
    I turned toward them as they edge closer, eyes wide with panic.  One “Boo!” and they’d scatter.  I refrained.  They needed to see their new lord and know who they served.   
 
    They are mine!  To profit from, to protect.   
 
    They were scarecrows at first, but as they got closer, they became ordinary fey in home-weave and leather.  A few had walking sticks.  Many carried jack-o-lanterns with grinning faces and candles inside.  I saw no weapons.  Nightmare’s power had always been all the defense they needed. 
 
    They saw the tie in my hand, the knot of energy floating in front of my face.  They knelt.  And a tongue of power from the tie whipped into my forehead, drilling into my thoughts, seeking a new pattern for the kingdom. 
 
    The tongue found the shadow shapes, my personal pantheon of dark gods from the astral plains, and took them.  The tie blazed with spectral green light, throwing my dark shadow behind me.  I didn’t need to see the shadow to feel what it touched.  I knew it had become a sea for my pets to swim in.  They surfaced like whales in the ruined manor, searching…   
 
    There were gasps from the villagers as they saw horror given form: midnight-black bodies with hell-lit red eyes, and more teeth than any predator ought to have.  I felt terror in the fey, and the return of joy for they loved fear, darkness, and all things appalling.  My inner demons would live here and protect them, and wait for my call… 
 
    Becoming an escort, my pets found Selene and Colt.  I felt Selene’s affectionate touch as she crooned to them like a mother.  One of the shadow-shapes dived and came up under Colt, giving him a ride.  His laughter shivered the shadow, and traveled through my shadow sea as a vibration to me. 
 
    The green tendrils withdrew, sinking back into the tie.   
 
    The kneeling fey continued to wait, none of them brave enough to question me, or ask about their old lord.  I decided to end their suspense. “I am Caine Deathwalker, dragon lord, demon lord, soon to be Overlord of all Fairy.  Your old lord has been eaten by something that disagreed with him.  He won’t be back.” 
 
    I turned toward the smoldering ruin, waiting.  The tie moved as I moved, remaining in front of me.  Though its light had dimmed, my thick, dark shadow remained unchanged, a living sea surrounding the ruin.   
 
    Staring past the tie, I saw Selene and Colt.  I felt my pets swimming in my shadow, making waves.  And I felt Selene’s feet on the shadow as if she were walking on my back in some kinky form of massage. The release of my inner demons had tremendously strengthened my shadow magic.  I had been at a child’s level until now. 
 
    She ran the last ten feet to me, Colt, riding his beast, well behind her.  Selene flung herself at me, almost dislodging the green agate crown I wore.   The tie floated up overhead to wait.  I caught Selene in my arms. 
 
    She closed her eyes and sobbed in relief.  “It was terrible, Caine.  I saw a billion of you, beautiful clones, each with your lovely face half-covered by blood, all of them dying on the battlefield.  Each mortally wounded, begging me to save them.  And I knew I couldn’t.  The real you lay in their midst, and I had to find just that one, and I couldn’t…I couldn’t…”  Her eyes opened.  “It was ghastly!” 
 
    Colt’s beast stopped behind Selene.  He slid off and joined us.  “It’s all right, Mom.  We found him.  I helped you.” 
 
    She smiled and turned to ruffle his dark red hair.  “You did, didn’t you?  My sweet boy.” 
 
    “Selene, Colt, stand beside me.”  I turned back to my new subjects to make introductions.  Selene pressed into my side with Colt next to her.  Her hands settled in a death-grip on me, not letting go any time soon.  The villagers stared in fascination at our royal family. 
 
    “People of Nightmare, this is my wife.  Selene will be your Queen, ruling in my name.  You may have heard of her: The Red Lady, Goddess of the Red Moon, Slayer of the Wild Hunt.”  That last reference got their attention, produced gasps, and widened eyes everywhere.  “You may bring your cares and concerns to her.  She will hear you, and likely crush you if you piss her off.” 
 
    There was reassured laughter, and then they began to cheer, throwing her name to the sky.  “Selene!  Selene!  Selene!” 
 
    She pushed off me, but kept hold, smiling toward her subjects.  “I will need genetic samples for experimentation, but that can wait.  It’s late.  Return to your homes.  Tomorrow is another day.” 
 
    With much bowing and scraping, they retreated, turned, and started down the long and winding road to their version of normalcy.  A ground mist rose to cover them.  The fey became scarecrows once more as they moved out of sight. 
 
    The shadow sea crept around my feet, washing over my boots, seeking my attention.  The nameless ones swam over and stayed mostly submerged.  Rubbery tentacles slithered up and rippled across my torso.  They seemed to need the touch.   
 
    “Dad, what are these things?” Colt asked. 
 
    “Part of my Villager heritage,” I said.  “Think of them as a primal extension of me.  Or maybe a new lifeform.” 
 
    Selene stared.  “And I thought I did good work.” 
 
    “You do.”  I reached up and grabbed the tie.  Holding it in my palm, I held it out to her.  “Put your hand over the tie.  Let it take your pattern and learn who else it must obey.” 
 
    Loosening one arm, letting me go, she did as I asked.  Her hand glowed a spectral green, lit from underneath.  Tendrils of magic seeped up between her fingers.  More of them wound around her wrist, moving up her arm.  The tendrils sank inside her flesh.  Her whole body glowed green, then the light died.  The last of it shone in her eyes a moment before they returned to their usual red glow. 
 
    She drew her hand back, breaking contact. 
 
    I swung the backpack around and opened it.  The tie went inside.  I sensed it touching the mega-tie—and fusing—and knew I was one step closer to restoring the Heart of the Land. 
 
    A blue disk, like an eye, opened.  The frosty light beamed over us as the iris opened further on a portal.  I recognized Izumi’s icy magic.  She’d locked onto me and was coming through. 
 
    “Your fey queen,” Selene said. 
 
    “Izumi,” Colt added.  “I wonder what’s wrong.” 
 
    “She’ll have sensed our victory,” I said.  “Maybe she’s just saving us a trip back.”  I didn’t really believe it myself.  Izumi would know that Selene and Colt both could open their own portals.   
 
    More likely there’s trouble. 
 
    The icy blue portal expanded until its radius hit seven feet, then it stabilized.  Izumi stepped out, her hair in a long ponytail, her sexy body clad in white leather and a white fur cloak.  Her hair was white, her eyes deep blue.  She was showing her fey self, not the Japanese snow woman persona she used on Earth.  She marched up to me and planted a sizzling kiss on my lips.  She immediately swung over to Selene and repeated the kiss. 
 
    Selene looked caught off guard, eyes wide, an inarticulate sound dying in her throat as the kiss went on.   
 
    Izumi grinned, noticing the impact she had.  “Welcome to Fairy, sister.”  Selene’s bedazzlement kept her from objecting when Izumi gave me another kiss, and then jerked me by the hand into the portal. 
 
    Izumi yelled, “Get a move on, you guys.  We’ve got trouble!” 
 
    We all piled into the portal.  The part behind us closed.  There came a falling sensation, a fluctuation of gravity, and we stumbled out the other end.  This wasn’t Kellyn’s keep in the Winer Lands.  It was the mountain keep on the edge of my Dragon Lands.   
 
    “They’re hitting our home, probably looking to see if they can steal our tie while you’re out running amok,” Izumi said.  
 
    “Who?” I demanded.  
 
    But she was already running, the portal collapsing. 
 
    We followed. 
 
    Silverwynd’s people lived in these forests, operating a brewery for me, growing their little village.  On the far side of the river, there was a campground I rented out to werewolf packs from Earth for recreational use.  They knew to stay on their side of the river.  Of course, if we were hard pressed, their help would be welcome. 
 
    Izumi burst out of the forest, into view of the escarpment into which our fortress was carved and skidded to a stop.  The great falls made a pool at the base of the rock face.  A constant rumble filled the air.  The pool fed the river—and now, a new bridge arched over, one made of woven leather and bone.   
 
    “See for yourself,” Izumi said.   
 
    Seeing wasn’t difficult; it was still night in this part of Fairy, but massive bonfires had been built.  Ape skeletons the size baboons scuttled over the bone bridge, going between the far woodland and the fires, building them ever higher. On our side of the pool, five mastodon skeletons lumbered at the keep, smashing ivory tusks into the raised gate.   
 
    Waiting to charge in were dead human warriors, many with rotting flesh and clothing still attached.  These had been marched out of some fey graveyard to join the battle as recruits. They carried old weapons as decrepit as themselves.   
 
    Supervising all this, I saw living fey dressed in armor of leather-tied bone.  They had bull-skull helmets and flails made of bone, as well as traditional weapons.  One of them carried a banner with three stripes: red, white, and black.  In the middle was a yellowed skull.  I knew that flag. 
 
    “The Bone Court,” I said. 
 
    “Necromancy,” Izumi said.   
 
    “Oh, boy,” Colt said.  “This is going to be fun.” 
 
    Whirrrs cut the air as pixies dropped out of the night sky.  These were two I didn’t know, but they had to be from the pixie village; one male, one female, in the soft leathers they favored for forest wear.  The tiny female hovered in front of me.   
 
    She said, “Bone things in the woods, too.  What are you going to do, Lord Caine?” 
 
    “Handle it, of course.  You two, fly across the river to the wolves’ compound.  Tell them we’ve got a party, and to come get in on the fun.  They can have all the bones they can rebury.” 
 
    “The wolves!” the male pixie said.  “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “I’m not laughing.  Go!” I barked the last word at them. 
 
    They whirred away. 
 
    I laid a hand on Colt’s shoulder.  “Turn dragon.  I’m leaving the mastodons to you.” 
 
    Still smiling, he nodded curtly.  “Got it.” 
 
    “Selene, small stuff, like those apes, are going to go after Colt as soon as he gets started.  I need you to keep them off his back.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” she asked. 
 
    “Go after the living fey.  If I’m lucky, they will have brought their tie, thinking it’s safest in their king’s hands.” 
 
    “You know which one he is?” she asked. 
 
    “He’ll be somewhere near the royal flag, though possibly in a common soldier’s uniform.  Fey are always tricky.” 
 
    Colt shifted into a dragon, a small one the size of an eighteen-wheeler.  Huffing rings of smoke, fluttering his wings, he galloped toward the mastodons, his long tail thrashing side to side.  One of the living fey must have seen the coming threat at once; a war trumpet sounded flat, bleats of warning.   
 
    Living fey on living horses shied aside, wanting nothing to do with a dragon, young or not.  Archers filled the gap, bringing up bows made of bone that used animal sinew for string.  My dragon vision did a zoom-in.  I saw that the arrows had writing inked onto them.   
 
    “Cursed arrows,” I yelled at Selene. 
 
    “On it,” she answered. 
 
    “What about me?” Izumi asked. 
 
    “Feel like keeping the monkeys busy?  Maybe you can ice them over.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “If you go into the woods after them, be careful.  I don’t know when reinforcements will arrive.”  I was speaking to her back.  She was already hurrying off.   
 
    Speaking of reinforcements… 
 
    I had the mega-tie in my backpack, the green agate crown on my head, tying me to it.  The crown also told me that the Bone Court tie was very close.  I attuned myself to the mega-tie and sent a call to Nightmare, willing the dark sea I’d left there to come like a faithful puppy.   
 
    I heard a chorus of shuuut as a flight of cursed arrows cut the air. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I’m all about pain.  Ask anyone.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I saw a blinding flash of red light at the edge of sight and knew Selene was dealing with the arrows, looking out for our child.  I heard the brittle xylophone sounds of Colt’s dragon form stomping mastodon ribs.  I gave my focus to the mounted fey in their bone armor.  The living bleed easier and felt greater pain.  And shooting at my boy seriously pissed me off. 
 
    I drew my straight katana with my right hand and used my left to take control of the Raider AR pistol.  With dragon and Villager strength in my legs, I leaped and kicked a rider out of the saddle, taking his place.  From that vantage point, I squeezed off shoots at the archers.  Four heads burst open, scattering bloody, frothy pieces of gray matter and bone chips.  The other archers ducked and ran for cover. 
 
    Yeah, you better run! 
 
    By then, I had several enemy riders charging my mount.  I kicked one of the enemy horses in the head, breaking its jaw, knocking it out.  Its rider went down and was pinned in place.  One rider had dance back to get clear.  The third rider slashed at me with his fancy silver sword.  I swept his sword away with my own, and gave him a .300 round from the Raider.  He tumbled dead off his horse which ran away, adding to the confusion.   
 
    By then, several more rides charged my way.  I heeled my mount with one foot.  He wheeled as directed.  I shot one rider and slashed at another with my katana, charging the blade with my dragon’s lightning so it glowed and crackled in a threatening manner.  The rider saw the blade coming.  He thrust his blade into contact, trusting the enchantments the fey smith had put into the sword while making it.  It wasn’t enough; electrical conductivity of silver surpasses all other metals, and fey smiths don’t normally plan on their weapons being used as lightning rods.   
 
    The rider’s sword blasted out of his hand, taking several fingers along for the ride.  He screamed as more of the lightning snaked into his body, frying him on the inside.  He fell off his horse.  The animal stumbled away, not looking that good either. 
 
    Two riders came at me from different sides.  I rolled backwards, falling off the back end of my mount.  Ducking down, I using him for cover as the two riders passed on either side.  Leaping vertically, I got up high and kicked off my horse’s rump, spring-boarding after the escaping riders.   
 
    Not looking at me, they didn’t know I was in hard pursuit, until—still in the air—I shot one of them in the back of the head. 
 
    The other rider turned his mount to face me. 
 
    I landed short of his horse, so I rebounded off the ground with another leap that took me in the air.  I delivered a roundhouse kick to the horse’s head and he went down with a crash.  His rider tried to crawl away, but I blew his head off just because I could.   
 
    Really, what other reason does a person need? 
 
    The shots were loud and drawing attention.  More and more of the enemy were turning their attention from the assault on the keep to me.  Five riders, knee to knee, came at me in a solid mass.  I held my ground, released the pistol so it dangled free, and put both hands on my katana’s wrapped hilt.  This time, I poured shadow magic into the blade, turning it black as my heart.  I slashed and the blackness extended, an impenetrable shadow in the air.  The dark claw I conjured slashed through all the riders’ torsos, cutting them in half despite spell-reinforced the bone armor.  A thought caused the shadow to return to the immediate surface of my sword, ready to fire again. 
 
    The closet fey warriors retreated, hollering back for a battle mage to come and deal with me.   
 
    One came running.  His vest and kilt of bone-fingers, and the ceremonial bone knife in his hand, tipped me off to his nature.  That and the winged skulls hovering around him.  Like the fey mage, the eyes of the skulls were pools of sour yellow light.   
 
    I pointed my sword at him, knowing he hadn’t seen me use it yet.  My darkness leaped off the metal and stabbed across the distance.  I’d have taken him in the head, but he launched his skulls at me and two of them caught the shadow-strike.  They exploded, but blunted the attack, slowing it enough so the mage spun aside, wild eyed, falling to the ground.  One last skull flapped parchment wings, jaws wide to bite as it plunged at my face.  I let it get close and sliced it three times at dragon-speed before it came apart, spilling the sour yellow fire that had animated it. 
 
    I grew aware of quiet, no stomping of mastodons or lashing red lightning.  The Bone Court warriors were eerily silent, clutching swords and axes, white-knuckling them.  Archers relaxed their bows in shock, faces pale with fear.  The horses stamped nervously and shook their heads in rebellion as they danced backwards.  Riders were dumped on their asses.   
 
    The mage wasn’t looking at me.  His gaze, like so many others, shot past me, to the river.  I shifted my stance to look as well.  The wolves had come.  They stood in ranks, eyes curious about all the fighting.  There were fifty, big, were-wolf big.  A normal male wolf might weigh as much as one-hundred-and-forty pounds.  A shifter in human form can easily top two-hundred pounds, especially if he works out.  Changed to wolf, he will keep his mass and weight.  This makes a were wolf scary huge—especially to fey who aren’t used to werewolves, just the normal kind.   
 
    I caught the attention of their Alpha, Angie, my lady lawyer.  She’d recently moved her pack to Las Vegas, but still vacationed on the hunting grounds I’d provided here in Fairy.  Her coat was particularly fiery.   
 
    I yelled.  “Dinner!  Come and get it.” 
 
    My sword pointed at the mage.  He jumped in place, flinching at the word dinner as his fey magic translated my English into Elven.  Most fey didn’t have a problem with outworld languages, used to stealing kids from our world, and going there frequently for mischief. 
 
    My sword launched its shadow.  The shadow claw pierced his heart.  He died.  I pulled the darkness back to me, and he fell over, face in the dirty snow that had been kicked up by horses. 
 
    And then the wolves swept in. 
 
    Back in human form, Colt ran up to me.  “Hey, did you see!  Those bones aren’t so tough.  Cracked ‘em all.” 
 
    “Good job,” I said. 
 
    He tossed me a clump of calcium.  I caught it out of the air, listening to the sound of snarling wolves, and shrieking fey.  “What’s this?”  Even as I asked, the answer came to me through the crown I wore. 
 
    Colt said, “Took it off a fey that was trying to surrender.  It’s a tie, right?” 
 
    “Yes.  What happened to the fey that had it?” 
 
    “Mom burned out his heart with a lightning bolt.  She gets carried away sometimes.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Don’t we all.” 
 
    The wolves were respectful of the horses, letting them run free, concentrating on the fey warriors.  The battlefield was frenzied, chaotic, and hot spilt blood gave the air a metallic taste.  It would be a while before things sorted themselves out, however, I had the feeling that the distant people of Bone Court would sue for peace on any terms I named.  Especially since I had their tie. 
 
    I sheathed my katana and pulled the backpack around, loosening the drawstrings.  I put the tie inside.  It nearly leapt from my hand in its haste to join with the mega-tie.  There was an emerald flash of light from within the pack.   
 
    Across the sky, a mission bell rang, announcing the fall of a king. 
 
    “Hey, that’s my backpack,” Colt said.    
 
    “I know.  I’ve been using it store the ties in.” 
 
    “But it wasn’t there a second ago, and then it just appeared in your hands like the stuff you get from your armory.” 
 
    “It’s been with me all this time.”  I spoke loudly so he could hear me over the death screams and wolf growls.  “I marked my original tie with an embedded spell, like the Demon Wings tat on my back.”  
 
    “Oh, I get it.  Your You-Don’t-See-Me spell.”   
 
    Angie ran up, tail wagging, tongue lolling as she panted.  I scratched her head.  She ignored me, rearing up, paws on Colt’s chest as she licked his face.  He laughed, averting his face to take her slobbering on the cheek, not nose and lips.   She dropped back to all fours and went back to the party, leaving bloody wolf prints on his hoodie. 
 
    “It’s like I told you in Nightmare, you have to see with all your senses.  You may have semi-divine perceptions like your mom, but they aren’t turned on all the time.  If you get sloppy, someone can catch you by surprise.” 
 
     “Caine!”  Izumi’s yell held urgency. 
 
    Both Colt and I turned to look.  She was over by one of the bonfires, with slashes in her clothes from battling the skeletal apes.  There were giant clumps of ice behind her with bones imprisoned inside.  Past those, a wall of thorn reared up, having emerged from cover of the forest.  The thorns were green stemmed, with violet knobs where black thorns bristled.  The tangled wood with its black stickers writhed with high energy, weaving a curtain that cut the pool off from the river.   
 
    While we were finishing off the Bone Court, the Thorn Court had made its move.  I saw no Thorn Court fey. 
 
    Thy must be hiding in the thorns, feeling pretty safe in there. 
 
    Izumi and Selene joined me. We studied the knotty problem.   
 
    “If we go inside the keep,” Izumi said, “do you think they can break in?” 
 
    “Easily,” Colt answered for me. 
 
    “They’re cutting us off,” Selene said.  “Once they’ve entrenched, the direct attack will come.” 
 
    “They’re not hurrying,” I said.  “They wanted us to take out the Bone Court for them.” 
 
    Izumi said, “The pixie village!” 
 
    “It will probably get overlooked,” I said, “at least while we’re here to provide entertainment.” 
 
    “Can’t we just burn out the thorns?” Colt asked. 
 
    “We’d lose our own forest.”  I turned to Izumi and Colt, putting a hand on their shoulders.   “You two, evacuate everyone into the keep.  Out of sight of the enemy, open up your portals.  Get everyone to the plains of the Dragon’s Eye.” 
 
    “The treehouse,” Colt brightened at the prospect of seeing it again.   
 
    I gave him a hard nod.  “Right, there’s a village near there.  I want you and your mom to stay there and guard our people.  With my luck, the Phantom Court will pop out of the shadows next.  Take Angie and the wolves with you.” 
 
    Colt looked away from me, to the looming wall of thorns.  “What are you going to do?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “Deal with it.  That’s what I do.” 
 
    “I’d sure like to see that,” Colt said. 
 
    “Yeah, but you’ve got a job to do.”  I stared into his eyes, knowing my eyes were fully dragon and Villager, no longer close to looking human.  “I’m depending on you.” 
 
    He straightened his back, squaring his shoulders, not even flinching when the great gate opened with a bang, the few defenders in the keep coming late to the party.   
 
    “I’m on it,” Colt said. 
 
    He ran off with Izumi.   
 
    I watched him go, a core of icy sadness in my heart.  How long until thorns of hate wrap his heart and my simple, loving child becomes—complex? 
 
    Selene placed a hand over my heart.  She kissed me, the angry red glow of her stare softening.  “In some ways, parenting can be far more difficult than conquering the multi-verse.”  With that, she strolled after them, gathering wolves as she went. 
 
    As I had all my life, I walked toward the thorns.  They were a symbol of all the pain I’d met, and more that lurked in my future.  The more you fight thorns, thistles, and strangling vines, the more you’re torn.  I knew that well.  Pain’s a constant mistress I’d conquered by acceptance. Pain is divided, given back to its source. 
 
    The thorn-wall waited in stillness as I drew near.  An army of thousands could lurk inside, or only a company.  With the thorns as soldiers, a lot of fey weren’t really needed.  I knew one thing; the lord of the Thorn Court was inside the wall.  This part of his kingdom had to be drawing strength from his magic and life to be so vigorous in my domain. 
 
    I called into the tangle.  “Come speak to me.” 
 
    A woman answered.  “Who calls?” 
 
    “Caine Deathwalker: shadowmancer, demon lord, dragon lord, Consort to the Red Moon, Master of the Dragon’s Eye, and the chosen of the Land to restore her life and strength.  To fight me is to fight all hope of life.”   
 
    The thorns swallowed my words and gave back nothing.  I waited.  Finally, there came a wooden, scraping, a dull grinding, and a tunnel appeared in the thorns, the way a portal might when summoned.  From the opening, a woman approached.  As she left the thorns, she stopped, the light of bonfires playing over her.  She had the poise, the aura, of an ancient fey.   
 
    Dragging the ground, her dark green dress winked in waves, beaded with tiny gemstones.  Green makeup overshadowed her eyes and streaked the sides of her face like trailing vines.  There were black triangles, stylized thorns with bloody tips.  Black vines cinched her waist, a belt.  More thorn formed bracelets.  She wore a crown of thorns she might have stolen from the body of Christ, but probably not.  Still, there was a martyr’s feel to her, a shadow of pain in her eyes that might have gone as deep as mine. 
 
    “So, the Thorn Lands have a reigning queen instead of a king.” 
 
    “You didn’t know?” she asked. 
 
    “No.  Your part of Fairy has never been close to the parts I’ve traveled, and I can’t say I’ve heard much said about your court.”  
 
    “You are as strange to me,” she said. “How does an outworlder come to hold so much of Fairy in an iron fist?” 
 
    “I’m the victim of a cruel and punishing destiny.” 
 
    “Aren’t we all?” 
 
    “Do we have to fight?” I asked.  “I’m just trying to heal the land.  How can that not appeal to you?  Your thorns are living things.” 
 
    “The land suffers.  I feel hurt with every step.  I breath its pain along with my own.  My breath catches in the thorns.  It is wonderful, don’t you think?” 
 
    The sickness of the Land had twisted this ruler. 
 
    Fuck, a masochist! 
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    “Pinning down fey is like  
 
    stabbing Jell-O, difficult but fun.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I’d dated a masochist once.  I’d done unspeakable things to her.  and had nearly broken my dick off in her ass.  In the end, I’d left her because I’d felt myself sliding close to a point of no return. 
 
    Funny, I don’t quite remember why I thought that was a bad thing. 
 
    That gave me insight into masochists: abuse is love, praise and affection are felt as punishment.  The worse bastard you are to such a person, the more they like it.  The more they want to be hurt, hit, held down and raped by you.  Ignoring them makes them want you even more, but then that’s true of most women I pick up in bars. 
 
     I slid my glance past her to the tangle.  I frowned a little. 
 
    “What?” she said. 
 
    “Balance seems off.  Too much choking stalks, not enough thorn.  The thorns are the point, right.  The threat.  Well, it’s none of my business.”  I put a hint of doubt in my voice.  “I suppose you know what you’re doing.”   
 
    She stopped, turned, and stared at her handiwork.  
 
    I turned and walked away like I had better things to do.  I got four steps before she realized I was going and called after me. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    I stopped and turned back. “My people will have been evacuated by now.  They’re safe so I don’t need to care about you.  I have better things to do.” 
 
    “Wait!  I’ll destroy everything you have.  I’ll hunt down your people.  They will feed my thorns.  They will die screaming as the poison stills their hearts.  You can’t ignore me.” 
 
    I smiled, turned, and walked over to the dead bodies.  Kneeling, I checked belts for coin purses.  It would be a shame to bury their money with them, an utter waste.  I picked up a fallen dagger and cut one bag free, moving on to the next body.  I sensed the queen coming up behind me.  She was still alone.  No soldiers or attendants were anywhere around.  She’d inflicted the pain of loneliness upon herself. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked. 
 
    “A stupid question.  You’ve got eyes, right?” 
 
    Anyone else would find my rudeness insulting.  To her, it would act as a lover’s endearment. 
 
    “I could help you.” 
 
    “You could get me a cup of wine.  And it better be damn good or you’ll be drinking my piss.” 
 
    She hurried off. 
 
    I continued to gather purses, happy with their weight.  It seemed like the King of the Bone Court had recently paid his troops.  I couldn’t afford to waste the opportunity to turn a buck or two.  Being an evil bastard of a warlord is expensive.  I’d collected a good bit of pocket change by the time the queen returned. 
 
    “Lord Deathwalker?” 
 
    I went to her, crowding her personal space like she was mine to dominate.  I glared into her eyes, letting her see the killing beast in me for a brief moment.  A pop of fear put into a woman can be mistaken by her for sexual excitement.  That can make her more malleable.  “You have my wine.” 
 
    She held up her hand.  She clutched a black goblet with a purple rim.  It had spines radiating off it in four cardinal points.  One of the spines entirely pierced her hand.  Fresh blood trickled down her palm. 
 
    “For you,” she said.   
 
    A challenge; she was asking me if my tolerance for pain matched hers.  She wanted to know if she could respect me as an equal.  I pulled the goblet out of her hand, and held it so a different spine stabbed through my palm.   
 
    “The spines could be a little sharper,” I murmured.  “I took a drink. As expected, I tasted poison, after all, she had a responsibility to her people to stop me.  She couldn’t know that having been sexually enslaved in a naga harem once, profoundly poisoned by snake-women, my body had developed an immunity to most lethal substances.  I finished the cup and dropped it.  “Not enough poison, but I imagine that was the best you could do.”  I patted her head in a condescending manner and walked off to gather more coins. 
 
    I gathered up all the coins bags I’d liberated and bundled them into the royal flag of the Bone Court.  It would make a nice souvenir.  With the bundle in hand, I infused it with a bit of my lifeforce and triggered my armory spell, sending the coins into storage.   
 
    By then, I felt deep, lightless shadow approaching.  Facing the thorn wall, I saw the ground under it turn black.  I had called to Nightmare for my personal horrors to come to me, and here they were, submerged, waiting for instruction.  The shadow sea stretched throughout the forests, letting me feel the surface.  The thorns weren’t rooted; they grew on top of the soil, not in it.   
 
    I slid my gaze to the fey queen who simply waited.  My attention rewarded her patience.  A small smile of pleasure teased her lips.  I wiggled a finger, a silent command.  She hurried closer.    
 
    As if to punish her for not coming fast enough, I looked away.  “You didn’t tell me your name.”  I said it with a mild, flat tone.  “I know I introduced myself to you.” 
 
    “Q-queen Ammarellis.” 
 
    I stripped the honorific off, “Ammarellis, turn around and look at your thorns.” 
 
    She did. 
 
    I sent a mental command to my dark pets:  Eat it all. 
 
    The darkness flowed up, coating her tangle, turning it all black.  Tentacles intertwined with the brambles.  Here and there, great black faces rose into view, red cycloptic eyes burning with bottomless hunger.  The nameless ones pulled the thorns into their sea of darkness, taking it all. 
 
    Ammarellis staggered, suddenly weak.  A lot of her strength and power had been in the tangle.  Now it was gone, devoured.  I caught her, keeping her from falling.  I crushed her against me.  “You are mine.  You and your people.  You will call me Master.  Do you understand?” 
 
    She stared into nothing, unfocused.  “My thorns…” 
 
    I gave her a sharp slap across the face.  This had a restorative effect.  Her gaze discovered my face.  “So strong.  I didn’t suspect...” 
 
    I pushed her to her knees.  “This is how you show respect for your Overlord.  Fail again, and I will take your kingdom from you and give it to another.” 
 
    “Yes, Master.” 
 
    I thrust my palm out.  The wound had closed, but there remained a smear of blood.  “Lick my injury clean, bitch, and swear eternal loyalty to me.” 
 
    She seized my hand with both of hers.  Her tongue laved my palm and flicked over the closed wound.  I let her do this for a full minute, and pulled my hand back.  “Your oath, quick now.” 
 
    “I, Ammarellis, Queen of the Thorn Lands, do pledge myself and my people to Lord Caine Deathwalker, Overlord of Fairy.” 
 
    “To be used as he wills,” I said. 
 
    “To be used as he wills.” 
 
    I held out my hand.  “I will let you rule as always, but I require your tie.” 
 
    She hesitated a moment, but cupped her hands together.  Yellow, violet, and green bands of magic filled her palms, twining, growing, then hardening into a crystal growth.  I plucked the stone from her hands and added it to the backpack.   
 
    “Ammarellis, you hesitated on a lawful command from your lord.” 
 
    Her head turned down.  “Yes, Master.” 
 
    “You need to be punished so you can forgive yourself.” 
 
    “Yes, Master.  Whatever my lord requires.” 
 
    “Putting all the work on me, eh?  Oh, no.  You are going to kneel in contemplation until I return.  You are to consider the best punishment I can give you, and if what you come up with is good enough, you’ll receive it at that time.  If I don’t like what you come up with, you will be punished even more.  Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Master.” 
 
    I left her there, and went past a bonfire and a mini-glacier filled with frozen monkeys.  I took the bone bridge across the pool to the woods beyond.  I found more frozen monkey skeletons.  Izumi had been busy.   
 
    I stopped by a tree that need watering and unzipped.  Leaning against the base of the trunk, I saw a decapitated monkey skull.  It stared up at me with yellow fire eyes that were dimming out.  Weakly, it clomped its teeth, attempting a threat.  I drained my trouser-snake on the skull.  The light in its eyes died.  I put my dick away and went back across the pool. 
 
    I walked to the area where my shadow sea waited.  My steps took me onto the blackness.  I stopped and tentacles sprouted.  They slithered over me.  I stroked them.  Looking down, as if into fathoms of shadow, I saw red eyes burning up at me.  My boys had missed me.   
 
    “We’re going to try an experiment,” I said.  “I’m going to see If I can call you to me from another shadow pool.  I’ve been thinking of something similar to my armory spell, but fed by shadow magic.  It’s rather inconvenient to wait for you to come, bringing all this with you.” 
 
    On the back of my right hand, I willed my shadow magic to form a spell circle.  I changed a few lines, played with the configuration a little, until I felt good about the new spell.  “Okay, here goes.”  I rolled my fingers into a fist, and stuck my right arm out.  I charged the pattern with raw golden magic.  The gold sank into the shadow pattern, and a pool of darkness formed three feet above me in the air.  I kept it reined in to ten feet across.   
 
    I stared down at the over-sized red eyes.  “Can you see me through the new pool?” 
 
    I looked up.  It took a while, but one by one, giant red eyes appeared there, staring down.  I looked back down.  Those red eyes were still there.  It wasn’t strictly logical, but magic is the defiance of logic. This duality made me think of quantum uncertainty.  Potentially, I think the shadow beasts could exist in all realms of shadow, choosing which they’d emerge from.  I just had to get them to understand this.   
 
    “Okay, guys.  Pull the tentacles back, and touch me from the overhead pool.” 
 
    Slowly, caressing me all-the-while, the tentacles dropped underfoot, vanishing into the darkness there without a ripple.  I waited, looking up.  After a moment, a few tentacles pushed through, descending to brush my torso.  One tentacle wound around my extended arm.  The creature was careful not to crush it.  As I watched, the darkness underfoot dwindled until the land reappeared as it had been before being possessed.  The overhead pool expanded until it was a vast dark disc blocking the starry sky.   
 
    Excellent. 
 
    I shook off the tentacle around my arm and drew my sword.  I lifted the blade and sank it into the overhead sea.  My shadow power darkened the titanium so it matched the pool the creatures swam in.  With a thought, I contracted that deep well, pulling the black sea into the blade.  The sea vanished, leaving me with an all-black katana, except for the reduced red eyes swimming on the surface. 
 
    Even better.  Once more... 
 
    I shifted and stared at the ground in front of the keep’s lowered gate.  A black-ink pool formed there under the broken mastodon bones.  Obeying my will, black tentacles broke the surface, coiled around the bone pieces, and dragged them down into nothingness.  Another thought closed that pool, sealing the monsters off from that location. 
 
    Staring at my sword, I saw blackness, red eyes, and floating lengths of white bone.  My boys had some chew toys to keep them amused.   
 
    I sheathed my katana and walked back.  Ammarellis knelt just where I’d left her.  She had to have seen the action with the mastodon bones at the gate, but she didn’t bring it up. 
 
    “Stand,” I said. 
 
    She rose. 
 
    I stood in front of her, the keep to my back.  “Okay, what have you got?” 
 
    “Well, I thought that you might want to spank me.” 
 
    “That’s it?”  A true masochist would have made it a mission to devise numerous horrific possibilities for me to choose from, painful, embarrassing, but not injurious.   
 
    “With the flat of your sword,” she added. 
 
    I kept staring. 
 
    “It is rather cold out here for a bare ass,” she said. 
 
    “Well, that’s true, but I think we can do better.  After all, your first punishment needs to be special.  Memorable.  Come with me.  We’re getting out of here.” 
 
    I walked toward the keep, wondering if there was still an open portal inside.  I didn’t see a magical glow inside.  Well, if nothing else, I had shelter, food, sources of heat, and extra clothes.   Someone would come back to check on me. 
 
    “Lord Deathwalker?” 
 
    I paused to let Ammarellis catch up.  “If I may ask one thing of my liege…” 
 
    Not personal.  She’s asking as Queen of Thorn. 
 
    “You can always ask.  What is it?” 
 
    “I am perfectly content to let you tread upon my dignity—in private—but before others, please leave me my self-respect.  A queen needs this to keep her Court in line.  I am sworn to you, and my people will fight for you, as will my thorns, but if I am weakened by what others know, the support you count on will be weakened as well.  I ask for both out sakes.” 
 
    Which meant if I let her play the haughty queen as a public face, in private, she’d be anything else I wanted.  It sounded like a hell of a deal. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    She breathed a deep sigh of relief.   
 
    I said, “I’m not stupid.” 
 
    “No, my lord.”   
 
    “I understand the necessity.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    The ground was smooth, no loose rock, no fragment of bone.  We entered the gate and then a stone passage.  A portcullis was lifted at the other end.  A courtyard lay beyond.  Still no glowing portal.  No sign of life.  Everyone had gone as I’d ordered.  Of course, the population had always been light with Izumi getting by with loaners from her mother’s court. 
 
    “One thing, those bracelets and that belt…?”  They took piercings to an all new level. 
 
    We stopped outside the portcullis.  She touched the thorny vines on her left wrist.  “Yes, my Lord?” 
 
    “Do you simply enjoy pain, or do they have some other purpose with them?” 
 
    “I have spells woven into the tendrils.  The weave itself gives shape to magic, like the pattern on the back of your hand.” 
 
    “So, you’re always ready to fight?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “Then didn’t you give in too quickly?” 
 
    “No, my lord.  I had heard from my spies that you are a great pain in the ass.  Had we remained enemies, I’d have only deprived myself of such an experience.” 
 
    “Are you really a masochist,” I asked, or is this just a phase you’re trying out to relieve the boredom of centuries?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet.  Ask me again in half a century.” 
 
    I grunted, absorbing her comment.  And then the world turned bloody red as Selene’s portal opened around us and we were dragged in. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    “Fools laugh at us on the inside, where  
 
    we can’t see. That’s why they survive.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    We came out of the portal at the treehouse.  The place was quiet.  A few Will-o’-the-Wisps wobbled casually through the air; one glowed jewel-tone pink, the other sea-foam green.  Lamps burned on the wrap-around deck high in the tree, as I expected, but the garden was empty except for us and Selene.  She sat on the jet throne, near the splashing marble fountain.  Wrapping the fountain’s basin, the silver vines were night-blooming, the buds spiraled open, showing their silver throats to the night.   
 
    Massive roots surfaced to provide extra seating.  Leather-wrapped cushions were slung on them for comfort.  A couple of blue-furred cats had recently made the garden their home.  They were on the pads, sleepy eyes surveying their kingdom.  At least, I thought they were only cats.  In Fairy, you never really knew for sure.   
 
    Ammarellis turned around, ooing and ahing over the details.  “This place is lovely.  So much more than I expected.  They all say you’re just an uncouth, barbarian warlord from outworld.” 
 
    “Hey,” I protested, “I have couth.  I’m a very couthy person, I’ll have you know.”   
 
    I left her, strolling over to Selene.  She stayed seated on my throne, smiling a welcome.  I leaned in to give her a kiss.  She accepted one, stole two, then gave me a sigh.  “I can’t leave you alone for a minute.  I turn my back and you pick up a new slut.”  She said it with a smile, without killing heat in her voice.   
 
    “This is Ammarellis, the Queen of the Thorn Lands.  She’s given me her tie, and sworn loyalty.  Her people will support us, and represent a new market.  Be nice to her.” 
 
    “How nice?” Selene asked. 
 
    “She’s experimenting with masochism—privately.  If you’re mean to her in the bedroom, she’ll probably like it.” 
 
    “But that’s no fun.  People aren’t supposed to enjoy being afraid of me.  That’s just—weird.” 
 
    I turned to check on Ammarellis. Seemingly oblivious to our conversation, she scratched the chin of one cat and brushed the back of the other.  They enjoyed the attention, acting not the least bit feral.  I think the truth of Fairy is that everything is feral, it’s just hidden very well.   
 
    I turned back to find Selene perched on the forward edge of the throne, hands in her lap.  She smiled.  “Want to tie me up and lash me—with your tongue?  I can take it.” 
 
    I put my hands on the armrests and leaned back into kissing range.  “I have no doubt, but on a more survival oriented issue, are we set up for defense in case of other surprise visits?” 
 
    “Who’s left to come at us?” 
 
    “Just the Phantom Court.  Then we focus on the Wildlands.” 
 
    “No, just the Wild Hunt.  If we have their support, or we kill enough of them, the rest of the wild fey will fall in line.” 
 
    “Right.  Now, about the Phantom Court…” 
 
    All subservience gone, Ammarellis draped herself over my back to join the conversation.  She looked over my shoulder at Selene while speaking into my ear.  “You speak of the Tainted Ones.” 
 
    “Why call them that?” I asked. 
 
    Ammarellis shrugged, squishing tits into my back, pricking me with her sartorial thorns.  Pain and pleasure…carrot and stick.  “You probably know, when we fey die, we don’t leave ghosts behind.  That’s a human thing.  Only halflings have to worry about becoming specters instead of Will-o’-the-Wisps in their next incarnation.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Selene said.  “So tainted means mixed blood.” 
 
    Ammarellis nodded.  “The fey in the Phantom Lands have an abnormal fascination with the human variety of death.  They steal most of the changeling children from your world these days.  Over decades, they have tried to breed themselves human with those they take, but are so infertile, it has not been successful.  As the land declines and the fey die off, the Phantom Court thought they’d endure and even thrive off of human vitality.”  
 
    I shrugged.  “One way to go, but if any pure-blood fey survived, the humanized fey would be vulnerable to stronger magic.” 
 
    “Ah, but the humanized fey—as you call them—would compensate with spectral powers the true-blood fey wouldn’t know how to counter,” Ammarellis said.  “In recent years, the emphasis has change to harvesting spirits from Earth to act as servants.” 
 
    Selene’s eyes went huge, her lips kissing air.  “You mean we might be fighting ghosts?  Oh, I can’t wait!” 
 
    “Not impossible,” I said.  “Ghost have severe limitations.”   
 
    I had a little experience in this.  I’d dealt with spirits in Santa Fe, with the help of a real-life ghost whisperer and her two-ton fu dog Tukka.  Mental note: see what Grace is up to these days.  She’s not a contact I want to lose touch with.    
 
    “You know how to fight them?” Selene asked. 
 
    She shot a narrow-eyed glare at Ammarellis.  She’d spent entirely too much time on my back apparently.  Properly interpreting the glare, Ammarellis backed off and came around so we formed three points to triangle.  I straightened, pulling my hands off the armrest of the throne.   
 
    “Two weaknesses, actually.  One; they can’t manifest until after dark, and two; they have the same weakness fey do to iron.  Stick an iron poker into a ghost, and you can force them to go immaterial, temporarily losing cohesion.  Do it enough times, and the ghost becomes too weak to manifest, or pull poltergeist mischief.” 
 
    Ammarellis caught my eye.  “Pole-tyr-guyst?  I don’t know this word.” 
 
    “It’s like when a wind-mage makes a room full of furniture fly wild so everything not nailed down becomes a weapon.” 
 
    The Thorn Queen nodded.  “Ah!  I see.” 
 
    I needed a little information to make sure our situation was stable.  “So, ah, Selene, what about the wolves and the personnel from the mountain keep?”     
 
    “Wolves are out on the plains, chasing rabbits and grouse,” Selene said.  “I warned the villagers not to leave the village tonight.  Izumi is there with her mother’s servitors and guards.  The villagers are taking advantage of the visitors, throwing together a street fair.”   
 
    Having so much to keep up with back on Earth, I hadn’t seen the village lately.  I owed it to them to let them know there was a lord to this land and that their concerns weren’t totally ignored.  “Sounds fun.  Maybe we should go.”   
 
    I knew the village had been swelling with refugees from other lands.  Word had gotten out to other kingdoms that the Dragon’s Eye encouraged capitalism and peasants weren’t bound to work the land with no other future.  My people were well treated—as long as they didn’t stir up trouble.  The result was a thriving, growing community of farmers and craftsmen.   
 
    “I’ll get Colt,” Selene said.  “He’s investigating the treehouse.”   
 
    Red light washed her out.  She vanished, leaving an empty throne.  Fey and human magicians used portals.  Devine beings were living portals, among other things.  Ammarellis blinked her eyes back to normal.  Mine weren’t affected, not quite human anymore.  My Villager eye was black with a red core.  My Dragon eye had a golden iris and a vertical black pupil, along with several invisible eyelids to filter out windborne grit and high intensity light.  To me, the miracle was that I didn’t need special glasses to reconcile the divergent DNA. While my dragon nose had the advantage over my Villager olfactory sense, my dragon eye and Villager eye seemed equal in strength to a point I didn’t notice a difference.  Or maybe my brain somehow compensated.  It also seemed like my Villager strength and dragon strength were about equal—unless I was actually in dragon form.  Then my power went through the roof, especially if someone hit me with lightning, my element.   
 
    I walked over to the flowerbeds and watched the irises, snap-dragons, and pansies with their bruised faces, sway in the evening wind.  Part of my mind noticed when Ammarellis felt free to sit on my throne, a message that she considered herself every bit equal to Selene.  Of course, I hadn’t told her that Selene was the Bloody Goddess of fey legend who’d once broken the back of the Wild Hunt.  They feared me nearly as much.  Storm Court assassins had made the mistake of using lightning back when they were trying to kill me, before I shattered the tie to their kingdom, broke their magic, and caused a feedback that killed many of them off.   
 
    I was sending a message to the rest of Fairy that day.  They’d taken my adopted daughter Julia captive and threatened her life.  I never looked too closely into what was left of the Storm Court after that.  Not that it would have kept me awake at nights.  Insomnia is for men of conscious, pushed to do bad things.  Lacking a conscious was never a problem for me.  I didn’t really miss it.  I had a sort of code, lines in the sand I’d drawn for myself, that I wouldn’t cross.  This gave me focus, control of impulses that might otherwise get me shot, lynched, or castrated. 
 
    I may be a sociopath, but I’m not a psychotic.  Those guys are crazy.  Me, I’m just a product of being raised by demons. 
 
    Scales rubbed.  Golden eyes opened in the dark shadows in the back of my mind.  My inner dragon looked at me.  Then why are the demons I’ve met all nicer than you? 
 
    I stared back at him.  Shut up. 
 
    A blast of light heralded Selene’s return.  I turned toward the fading light that coalesced into her and Colt.  He’d changed out of his usual hoodie.  Probably because of the bloody paw prints it had acquired.  He looked a lot less like a wanna-be hoodlum and more like someone who’s momma dressed him funny.   
 
    My first impulse was to laugh.  Manfully, I refrained, but it was a close thing.  Selene had stuffed him into a red leather pantsuit.  The pants tied off at his knees.  Red stockings continued down to red satin slippers.  His sleeves had peek-a-boo slits cut in them to flash a long-sleeved undershirt of golden lace.  More of the lace gave him an Elvin look around the neck.  The outer coat ended at crotch level, its form bell like, creating an illusion of excess weight that he didn’t actually carry.  His face displayed misery.  He looked at me with desperate eyes, but this was his mother that had done this to him; there was no way I could spare him.   
 
    I walked over, knelt, and looked him in the eyes.  “What can’t be helped must be endured.  Suck it up, little man.  You can do this.” 
 
    Selene gave me a sharp stare.  “Endured?” 
 
    I frowned to show displeasure, hoping she might relent from showing her boy off in such a way.  “At least give him full length pants.  People will think he’s a sissy.  Think of his male pride.” 
 
    She bristled at my comment.  “I think it looks fine.  Besides, if anyone says anything, I’ll just kill them.” 
 
    Ammarellis ambled over, looking Colt over with grave interest.  There’s nothing more adorable to a fey than a human child.  She smiled.  “It’s perfect.” 
 
    Selene looked surprised.  “You think so?” 
 
    “Yes.  I wouldn’t change a thing.” 
 
    Colt glowered at her.  “Thanks a lot.” 
 
    The Thorn Queen smiled at him.  “A little pain is good for the soul.” 
 
    “It is getting cold,” I said.  “You probably want to give him a cloak.   A strong, manly black one would be good.” 
 
    Colt’s face brightened with hope. 
 
    “You’re right,” Selene said.  A dazzle of red lights detonated around her hands. The light-play resolved into a satin cloak, glossy and a bright, a robin’s egg blue. 
 
    The hope in Colt’s face crumpled to nothing.  He rolled his eyes and sighed as his mom settled the cloak over his shoulders.  No one was going to have trouble seeing him coming, decked out in primary colors.   
 
    My personal consolation was that I wasn’t going to be the only parent that Older Colt had issues with.  That gave me a warm and fuzzy feeling on the inside. 
 
    Still, I had to do something to make it little easier on Colt.  This was my duty as his father, though in my timeline, he’d yet to be born.  The Selene of my timeline didn’t even look pregnant, though Colt was slowly growing in her womb.  Having my son visit us from nine years in the future was giving us both a crash course in parenting. 
 
    “You forgot one more detail,” I said.  “Ceremonial dagger.  Even a sword wouldn’t be unheard of, not in Fairy.” 
 
    Full hope didn’t return to Colt’s face.  He showed guarded optimism this time.  “That wouldn’t be too bad.”  He gave her puppy dog eyes. 
 
    “Oh, fine!”  It was Selene’s turn to roll her eyes.  “Boys and their toys.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Colt said. 
 
    I knew he was heading off the risk of being stuck with something in a pink sequined scabbard.  He spread his hands palm up and his demon sword appeared in a black lacquer sheath.  He belted it on, completing his look.  He made sure the hilt poked out of the cloak so everyone could see he had a little bit of cool.   
 
    It looks a little like an engorged demon penis. 
 
    I kept that observation to myself.  “Shall we walk?  It looks like a pleasant evening.  The local village isn’t far.” 
 
    We strolled the garden to the gate in the wall.  It let us out onto a grassy expanse.  Wear and tear had formed a path that we followed.  I didn’t need the light, but Ammarellis summoned a couple Will-o’-the-Wisps to lead the way.  One burned cool lilac, the other pink cherry. 
 
    “How lovely,” Selene said.  “these should do well on the Red Moon, unless the gargoyles eat them.” 
 
    “Just kill me now,” Colt muttered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    “The height of a man is measured  
 
    by the deep ranks of his enemies.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    The town had grown bigger than I expected.   There was no wall, just a modest river to add interest.  A waterwheel spun at a mill where flour was ground from various grains.  Another series of such wheels adorned a large structure.  This explained electric street lights.  Izumi had imported the technology from Earth, probably from some prepper’s website.  There were dwarves lounging outside that building, on a smoke break.  That explained how the turbines were maintained when fey couldn’t touch them.  The river’s far side had its own waterwheel to feed a sawmill.  This adjoined a lumberyard.   
 
    I turned my attention to the main town.  What I saw looked more 1800’s Earth than Fairy.  The fey wore homespun in place of leather, silk, or feathers-and-beads such as the pixies favored.  The fey walked around with little glamour.  The magic I felt was low-key, meant more to enhance than to deceive; the ladies were pleasing to the eye, but not mind-numbingly so.  The men wore knives and hatchets on leather belts, but few had swords.  Laughter flowed freely.  Voices were cheerful.  A happy place. 
 
    We caught curious stares.  The folks moved quickly to get out of our way.  Since a large number of these settlers weren’t strictly legal, having yet to give an oath of allegiance, I understood their reticence.  Their lives were in my hands as lord of the land.  At my displeasure, the ground could literally open up and swallow them. 
 
    There were clumps of oak, ash, and cottonwood decorated with hanging lanterns.  The businesses and homes flowed around them to leave the area’s natural state largely untouched.   Tamed grouse prowled freely as did quail.  I wondered if the wolves now out in the surrounding prairie had swelled the poultry population in town. 
 
    Better the fey that steal your eggs, then wolves that kill and eat you.   
 
    There was a Main Street that ran perpendicular to the river.  Most businesses were there.  Another innovation of Izumi seemed to be five-foot boardwalks under cover. A lot of cottage industry merchandise had been arranged there to catch the interest of passersby.  Ammarellis wandered over to investigate a tinker’s stand where mended pots were displayed.  From the massive swell of his arms, I figured he was also the town blacksmith.  I saw a sign in Elvin that had also been written in English, a nod of respect to me, the Lord of Dragon’s Eye.  The English said: Copper nails.  Twenty-five, a silver bit.   
 
    On the next stretch of boardwalk, several tables offered roasted snacks.  Lentils, peanuts, and sweet potatoes that smoked, fresh from a fire-pit.  Another table had an old woman peddling a device that spun an oversized bowl.  A little magic and brown sugar enabled her to dip a stick inside and harvest cotton candy.  This had Izumi’s touch all over it.  I wondered if she’d left me anything to do around here.  She might not let me.  This had the feel of a personal project. 
 
    Colt went straight to the cotton candy.  “How much?” he asked. 
 
    His use of English, which the old lady’s charmed earrings translated, surprised her.  Looking at his round ears, she knew him for a human child.  She smiled, showing perfect teeth.  “No charge, young one.  The City Council is sponsoring the food here.”  She dipped a stick, worked it a bit, and muttered a minor incantation.  The stick emerged with three different layers of color, red, gold, and blue to match his clothes.  She held out the stick and he took it happily.  Primary colors are meant to be eaten. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “You are welcome, young man.” 
 
    I moved up behind him.  “Young lord.  He is Colt Deathwalker, the heir of Dragon’s Eye, my son.” 
 
    Her gaze slid to me.  A bit of uncertainty quavered her tone, a bit of fear.  She hastened to disengage from the pedals and stand, hurrying through a quick curtsey.  “My Lord Deathwalker, it is an honor.” 
 
    The fey at the adjoining tables hurried to copy her gesture of respect.  Down the boardwalk, a coppersmith setting out lightning rods stopped to stare.  His eyes seemed particularly intense.  And he needed a shave. 
 
    A narrow man with bushy brows and a crooked nose grabbed my arm.   He wore traditional fey robes in indigo, trimmed in ochre.  His half-bald head was wreathed in back by white hair though he had no wrinkles on his face.  I also noticed a weak grip.  Not a laborer.   
 
    He smiled widely.  “My Lord, we are honored by your visit.  Allow me to be the first to thank you for your generosity.  The power plant, the clay-pipe sewage lines…  I am speechless, speechless I tell you.  Oh, I do wish you had let me know you were coming.  We could have received you with the spectacle you deserve!” 
 
    I turned toward him which pulled my arm from his friendly grasp.  “Hindering a warrior’s sword arm is not a wise thing to do,” I said. 
 
    “W-what?  Oh, your pardon, lord.  I was overcome.  I meant no—” 
 
    “And you are?” I interrupted. 
 
    Selene ignored all this, helping herself to a cloth-wrapped sweet potato, split open, smeared with brown sugar and butter.  She placed a red jewel in the vender’s hand, ridiculously overpaying. 
 
    The touchy-feely townsman retreated a step and bowed with crisp formality, one hand across his midsection, the other hand making a gentile wave to the side.  At some time, he’d time in someone’s court.  He straightened.  “I am Jymil, the mayor of Jymilville.” 
 
    I lifted an eyebrow.  “Jymil-what?” 
 
    J-jymilville, my lord.  You see, the town lacked a name and after careful consideration, that is, the council, the people decided…” 
 
    “And no one thought it might be taking a liberty since this is my land?”  I kept my voice soft and friendly, uncertain if I needed to make an issue.  After all, why kill someone who might prove useful.  Of course, if he had no special value, I should make an example of him—or give him to Selene.   She always needed experimental fodder. 
 
    “We had heard that you were a progressive leader, with new ways and…and…” 
 
    I held up a hand to stop him.  “Mayor?  Council?  When did the town hold elections?  I take it you are being paid to serve?  Are you also taxing?” 
 
    “Well, we have not actually gone through the formality of…  That is to say, we are planning…” 
 
    “To usurp my authority?’ 
 
    “No!  It is just that you are known to spend much time in the human world, and we did not want to burden—” 
 
    I held up my hand again.  “Did it not occur to you that your running anything here is an act of treason until you have first given me your oath of fealty?  Or did I fall asleep and miss that?” 
 
    “No, my lord.  There just has been no opportunity.” 
 
    “And yet we are here and you are not on your knees.  Perhaps you are reconsidering living in my kingdom.  Or perhaps you are waiting to see if any of my enemies come and remove me from power.  In the following chaos, you could wind up as lord.  The land might choose one so industrious, yes?” 
 
    Trembling, he collapsed to his knees.  “If it is my oath you want…” 
 
    And still he’s hesitating to give it. 
 
    “No,” I said.  “If I take your oath, I may be stuck with you.  Once I clear my schedule, I will return for a day when I can take oaths from the entire town.  Look forward to what might happen on that day.”  Listening to myself, I noticed how my speech patterns had mimicked the fey. 
 
    Gotta watch that. 
 
    I turned and walked away.  Colt followed.  He shot me sideways glance.  “You really beat that guy up.” 
 
    “I smelled politician.  You let a politician into the woodpile, and society begins to rot at once.  It’s worse than a zombie apocalypse.” 
 
    “Doesn’t someone have to manage this for you and Aunt Izumi?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, but power always needs to be given to those who don’t want it.  Nothing else is safe.  Wanting power is proof of the unworthiness to have it.”   
 
    Colt laughed.   
 
    I looked at him as we approached the display of copper lightning rods.  “Why is that funny?” 
 
    “It’s just that you’re in the middle of conquering all Fairy.” 
 
    “I never claim to be worthy of power.  I simply intend to own everything.  Right and wrong has nothing to do with it.  Besides, if I don’t conquer the universe, someone else will, and they might step on me doing it.” 
 
    A farmer handed over a large silver and several smaller bits for a dismantled lightning rod in three pieces that could be screwed together.  He took his prize and left the table.  The coppersmith dropped the coins in a lock box. 
 
    I stopped him from closing the lid, and looked in.  There were coins from many kingdoms, showing a diversity of immigrants.  It reminded me that I had yet to introduce my own currency with my face stamped on each coin.  This was more than vanity.  Region specific coins, with a bit of royal magic in each coin, prevented counterfeiting.  The people bonded to me by oath were bonded to my land.  They could feel its magic, even draw on the land in small ways, and this let them know if a coin with my face was silver-coated or pure.  Using glamour, a fey scammer could influence a merchant’s perceptions, even passing off a pebble for a coin if strong enough, but such a thief couldn’t fake the authentic resonation of my embedded magic to the land. 
 
    I could tell from the coppersmith’s tension, and the subtle movement of his hand to his belt, that he was about to pull a knife.  “Relax,” I said.  “I’m only looking at the types of coin in circulation.”   
 
    “You’re going to make some coins with your face on them?” Colt guessed. 
 
    “Izumi’s face, too,” I said.  “She is queen.  I think she’d like that.” 
 
    The smith acquired a wide-eyed look of realization.  “You are the Lord, the Dragon Lord.” 
 
    Oddly, his tension increased.  And he made no attempt at respect.  No bow, no offer of oath.  His hand jerked the rest of the way to his belt, plucking out a silver dagger.  He lunged with it.   
 
    He had a warrior’s quickness, but my Villager and dragon DNA gave me an edge.  I caught his hand and pulled him across his own table, twisting the hand so he was forced onto his back.  I struck once, a killing blow to the throat.  Larynx crushed, he gurgled and choked.  His breathing stopped.  He died.  I could afford no mercy because it could have been an unsuspecting Colt he’d gone for, to make me really hurt.  The knife remained clenched in his grip.  Finally, the hate seeped out of his eyes, last to fade.   
 
    Suddenly, the mayor was beside me, looking down on the dead man.  “What happened?  Is he dead?” 
 
    “Quite dead,” I said.  “What’s his background?”  I wondered if he were an assassin or if this had been personal.  The level of hate in his dying eyes suggested the latter. 
 
    A woman from the next store front came over.  As the mayor remained dumbfounded and silent, she curtseyed.  “My lord, the smith came with a number of ex-soldiers from the Ruined Lands.” 
 
    “Storm Court,” I said.  “No wonder he sold lightning rods.” 
 
    The woman continued.  “I know he tried to put his hatred away for the death of his land, the destruction of its tie, that caused him to lose his wife who was not strong of mind.” 
 
    “You are well informed.  Are you from the Storm Court, too?” I asked. 
 
    “Y-yes, my lord.” 
 
    “And you don’t hate me?” 
 
    “No!  Never.  I see what you are building.  I know you care about the people here.  You have done more for refugees than most fey kings and queens do for sworn subjects.” 
 
    I nodded.  “The Storm Court came after me first in the human world.  They kidnapped my daughter, threatened to kill her.  That made it a blood vendetta.”  Vendetta was an Italian word, her charms probably translated the word as vengeance.  All fey understand that. 
 
    She said, “I do not say you were wrong, but the number of dead in the Storm Court was appalling.”  There was deep pain in her voice.  I wondered who she’d lost. 
 
    “My enemies needed to understand that they can come at me, but they cannot wage war on children.” 
 
    My glance went to Colt.  He stood there, shocked, pale-faced, hand frozen on the hilt of his sword.  He’d entirely forgotten that his momma had dressed him funny.  I thought he needed to focus on something else. “Colt, pick up the money box and the spilled coins, please.”  He hurried with the task.  
 
    I gave my attention back to the gathering audience around us.  “This is my fault for not taking oaths earlier.  A country controls its borders or it stops being a country.” 
 
     The woman lowered herself to both knees, placed her hands in her lap, and bowed her head.  “Allow me to pledge myself, my lord.” 
 
    “Go on,” I said. 
 
    “I Cairyn, weaver, and maker of dyes, new-come to the Dragon Lands, do forsake all other oaths, affirming my loyalty to Lord Caine Deathwalker and his family.  I will serve the interests of the land he rules, and in no way offer violence or ill will.  My word as fey.”  I could tell she’d spent a great deal of time on the wording of her pledge.  There was no set formula.  Any oath not fervent, with loopholes left in, I could discard. 
 
    I spoke down to her.  “Lift your eyes.  As your sovereign, I accept your oath.  As you are my servant, I am your protector.  Call to me for mercy, call to me for justice, and you will be heard.” 
 
    There was a faint tinkling of bells in the air, and a surge of magic, springing up from the soil, pushing through the boardwalk.  A yellow, green, and orange mist of magic wrapped the woman like a shawl, and settled into her body.   Words have power here.  As the glow faded, I motioned for her to rise. 
 
    I glanced at the mayor.  “The smith, does he have family?” 
 
    “I, ah, don’t really know.” 
 
    Cairyn answered.  “Yes, my lord.  A new wife who is with child.” 
 
    I looked at the mayor.  “What are we going to do about her?” 
 
    He straightened like a soldier at military inspection.  “My lord, I will see that she is sent away from town once morning comes.” 
 
    “No.”  I took the moneybox from Colt and handed it to the weaver.  “Cairyn, see that this is given to the widow.  Also look into the funds raised for city projects, salaries.   The widow may need community support to see her through this transition in her life.” 
 
    She looked at me, then past me at the mayor.  “There are some who may not like that.” 
 
    I smiled at her.  “Then run them out of town.  You are the new mayor, after all.” 
 
    She smiled broadly.  “Part-time mayor.  I can’t take that much time from my regular work.”  
 
    I heard the old mayor sputtering behind me, but I didn’t look at him.  I didn’t want him thinking he had any importance to me at all. 
 
    “One more thing,” I said.  “This town needs a new name.  Jymilville sounds entirely too gay.” 
 
    The sputtering gave way to a shocked gasp. 
 
    Cairyn lifted an eyebrow at me.  “You want something sadder, melancholier?” 
 
    “Exactly.  Draw up a list of suggestions.”   
 
    I walked on.  The crowds behind me were excited, but not in a bad way.  Colt kept pace.  I smiled at him.  “Aren’t village fairs fun!” 
 
    He sighed sadly.  “I dropped my cotton candy.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    “Never fear fucking up, it keeps life interesting.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Planning a short trip to Earth, I gave Selene charge of protecting the mega-tie.  Izumi would use it to raise defensive walls around the town in case besiegers came around.  We’d abandoned our mountain fortress, for now.  By daylight, the wolves were human, hitting the market for human food and clothes, and hitting me up to cover their bills.  I was glad to spread out some cash, for services rendered against the Bone Court.  The wolves had a great time and asked when the next Street Fair was scheduled; they wanted this to be a regular part of using the retreat I provided. 
 
    I referred them to Izumi.  She’d be the one getting them home. 
 
    The Thorn Queen caught Colt and I on the street where we took formal oaths from merchants and farmers.  It really wasn’t the time, but I couldn’t turn them down.   Finally, I just asked all those who were going to support me, obey me, and be good citizens to say so.” 
 
    A chorus of affirmations went up. 
 
    “Good enough.”  I waved them off and turned to Ammarellis.  “Slept in, I see.  How do you like my treehouse?” 
 
    “Beautiful.  I will have to grow myself one when I get back to the Thorn Lands.” 
 
    When is that going to be?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll be going back today.  I just have to arrange for delivery of certain products I’ve purchased from various merchants.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Then I’ll say goodbye now.” 
 
    “Do you feel I need to muster my troops and have them ready?” 
 
    “I have a plan for dealing with the Phantom Court.  They’re the last to fall in line, though I do have to go back and pick up the oath of the Phoenix Court.  If I need help, it will be with the Wild Hunt, and that is an affair for only the most powerful fey.  An army would just get chewed up and spit out, murdered by beasts from ambush.” 
 
    She smiled, leaned in, and planted a kiss on my cheek.  “Well, if you want to come by and discipline me sometime, my bedroom door will always be open.” 
 
    I smiled back.  “Good to know.”  She strolled away in her tight dress.  I watched the lovely sway of her ass. 
 
    “A new recruit for your harem.”  Colt looked normal and comfortable again in his beloved hoodie.  “How many is that?” 
 
    How many, in deed? 
 
    “I think I’m in trouble.  I don’t really remember.”  I could have counted on my fingers, but suspected I’d run out, and didn’t want to remove my boots and use my toes.  “Let’s just say a lot.  Colt, if I mentally envision a person, do you think you can locate her on Earth and take us there?”  
 
    “If my future self knows where, probably.” 
 
    “Okay.  When you think you’ve got a lock on her, portal us over.” 
 
    “Okay, dad.”   
 
    Closing my eyes, I pulled up a memory of Grace in hunter-green sweats, and black sneakers, one shoe with lime green laces, the other watermelon pink.  I pictured dark red hair dangled down her back in a ponytail.  Her sharp, seventeen-year-old face pale and triangular, her eyes yellow as butter amber.   
 
    But that was four years ago.  Better picture her a little older, with bigger tits.  Hopefully. 
 
    To my mental image, I added the distinctive details of feathery, pale gray antennae sprouting from her forehead, and cute little moth wings poking out slits in the back of her top.  In my mind’s eye, the undersized wings fluttered, a quiet whup-whup. 
 
    Grace—and her two-ton fu dog Tukka—would be very helpful with the Phantom Court.  They routinely dealt with ghosts and demons as special consultants to the Feds in Texas.  My kind of demon, those in my clan, were a different type.  My demons came to Earth through prehistoric portals, coming as “demons” from assorted hell-dimensions.  The demons Grace dealt with where the evil spirit variety that needed to hijack bodies like in the Exorcist.  Her demons were ex-celestial lifeforms native to Earth’s dimension.   
 
    To Grace’s image, I added a teal blue fu dog.  His curly-haired head turned my way, a stupid toothy grin on his face.  I pictured glowing lavender eyes like magic pearls. 
 
    “Okay,” Colt said, “I think I’ve got a lock.  Here we go,” 
 
    I opened my eyes and a copper-red disk of light winked open and loomed beside us.  It lunged like a living thing and swallowed us whole.  The portal’s end on Fairy closed.  I felt a savage thrust, a bullet leaving a barrel.  My stomach fluttered along with gravity as the conduit spat me out.  I flipped myself through the air, righted myself, and managed to land on my boot soles, keeping my balance.  I was getting used to the power of Colt’s portal after so many trips. 
 
    Unlike my wild-assed exit, Colt’s was rather tame; his portal actually liked him.  He stepped out onto a paved street and looked at me calmly as his portal shut down.  With the portal gone, I saw in the street a rusty red station wagon that we’d cut off with our extra-dimensional arrival.   Rather than looking impatient, the senior driver just looked shell-shocked.  Motionless, she stared through thick round glasses. 
 
    I tilted my head toward the sidewalk.  “Colt, let’s get out of the street.  People are using it.” 
 
    Turning, he saw the car.  “Oh, my bad.”  He walked to the sidewalk.  I joined him there.  The station wagon sat a few moments, then sped off, burning rubber. 
 
    Bye, Granny!  Better not tell anyone what you saw.  They’ll think you have dementia. 
 
    We’d left Fairy in the morning.  Here on earth, time wasn’t synched; a late afternoon sun greeted us.  We stood in a run-down rural neighborhood, in front of a dingy yellow clapboard house. It looked large enough for three bedrooms, and had an attached garage with its door down.  That proved to be the source of the most horrific noise imaginable.  I thought someone was feeding an electric guitar into a woodchipper—along with the player.  The screams in no way passed as vocals.  There was a garage band here that needed to stay in the garage, forever. 
 
     “Grace has talent, one of the most phenomenal voices I’ve ever heard.  I can’t believe she’s been roped into this non-sense.”  
 
    “Grace is the girl you’re looking for, the one with moth wings and blue dog?” Colt asked. 
 
    “Yep.  Let’s go interrupt the rehearsal.  Someone may give us a medal.” 
 
    Colt nodded.  “It is awful.” 
 
    I led the way across a cracked driveway to the garage door.  I lifted it.  Inside, the alleged musicians stopped to stare back at Colt and I, except for the bass player, a skinny black kid with a leaning afro who continued to sway and thump away.  There was a dude in his early twenties with frizzy hair the color of a Twinkie, his little beard braided into two points.  His eyes were a washed out blue, and his beer gut seriously stretched a Green Day tee shirt on which a hand gripped a heart-shaped grenade.  The drummer was a girl with ripped arms, and dishwater-blonde hair.  She wore coveralls and a pink tee.  Her hands stopped banging with her sticks, but her bubblegum chewing maintained the timing of the backbeat she’d been using.   
 
    My gaze slid over to the side where Grace sat at a mini soundboard, adjusting levels.  Recognition flared in her gold-amber eyes.  “Caine!”  She leaped up and ran over, throwing herself into my arms.  “You’ve come to save me.  Please tell me you need my help and are going to throw an obscene amount of money at me.” 
 
    Gigs not working out. 
 
    The fat Viking-looking dude yelled.  “Hey, we’re having a rehearsal here!” 
 
    “That’s what you call it?”  I shook my head sadly, then let Grace go so I could talk to her.  “My recording label will sign you, kid.” 
 
    “Kid?  I’m legal now, and I’ve got boobs!” 
 
    It had always bothered her, being flat-chested.  Her mom, Cassie was a total knock out.  Grace’s genes had finally kicked in and made up for lost time.  She had a hell of a rack.  And she seemed to have done something about the antennae that used to bob off her forehead.  They were gone, no longer drawing attention from hair that was a close match for Colt’s.  I wondered if Grace still had the baby wings under the sea-green top and gray windbreaker she wore. 
 
    The girl drummer and the vocalist hurried over.  The guy said, “Record label?  You got one of my submissions?” 
 
    I stared at him.  “Who are you, exactly?” 
 
    He gave me half a frown, a twitch of lips.   “I’m Ronnie Dunn.  We’re Armadillo, hottest garage band in Corpus Christi!” 
 
    “Dunn?  You’re Dunn all right.  I hate to burst your bubble, but we came for Grace.” 
 
    Dunn stared down at Colt.  “He’s a music exec?” 
 
    “In charge of bubblegum pop,” I lied.   
 
    “Wait a second,” the little drummer girl said.  “Grace?   You sing?  Then what the hell are you doing on the soundboard?”       
 
    “It gets me cheaper rent.” 
 
    “We have a singer,” Dunn said.  “That’s me.” 
 
    “Yeah, good luck with that,” I said.  “Grace, get your stuff.  Don’t leave anything valuable behind.  I’m relocating you to L.A. so you’ll be convenient to my operations.” 
 
    “You can’t go,” Dunn said.  “We’re playing a bar tonight.” 
 
    Grace smiled at me.  “Give me five minutes to pack.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. 
 
    “Dammit!”  Dunn glowered, finally achieving a full frown.  “I’m the one you ought to sign.  I am a rock god!” 
 
    “Grace,” I said.  “Give god a sample of what you’ve been hiding.” 
 
    Bass dude was still thumping along.  Grace nodded her head in time, then belted out the same song that had been playing when we walked up.  This time, I actually made out the lyrics.  They were cringe worthy despite the voice of an angel. 
 
      
 
    “Why should I wait, to have my way— 
 
    Nobody tells me no— 
 
    I’m specially entitled, to be unbridled— 
 
    Don’t have to take it slow— 
 
      
 
    Gimme, gimme, gimme, all I’m due— 
 
    Or this little snow flake’s gonna melt all over you— 
 
    Ooooooo—  It’ll be all over for you—” 
 
      
 
    Grace cut off, her clear, soaring voice missed at once.  The bass player thumped on.  I wondered if he ever stopped. 
 
    Grace muttered.  “I so can’t wait to get that out of my head.  My own stuff is so much better.” 
 
    Dunn stared, mouth open.  Shaking off the spell of a truly phenomenal voice, he found his words.  “Grace!  We could have had you on vocal backup all this time.  Why didn’t you say anything?” 
 
    “Five minutes,” I reminded her. 
 
    Drummer girl grabbed her sleeve and whispered loudly.  “Please, don’t leave me here with them!  They’re complete slobs.” 
 
    Grace looked at me.  “She is a good drummer.” 
 
    Drummer girl gave me pleading eyes.  “I can be ready in two minutes.” 
 
    “What the fuck!” Dunn shouted.  He jerked forward, like he was going grab Grace and yell reason into her brain. 
 
    He stopped short, eyes huge, mouth gaping, as Colt’s demon sword suddenly fit his fist, the blade catching Dunn just under his chins.  The blade was darkness surrounded by a sizzling infernal-red aura that radiated hunger, begging to kill. 
 
    I nodded approval to Colt.  His performance here was a lot better than when the coppersmith had tried to kill me.  He’d learned his lesson without having to have his nose rubbed in his mistake.  
 
    Kid’s smart.   
 
    I said, “Not bad on the response, but you left his head on.” 
 
    “He’s just a bad singer; I won’t kill him unless he makes me.” 
 
    “You’re right.  Why should we end the life of a miserable failure with so much grief ahead of him?   That would be merciful.” 
 
    The girls ran off through a door, into the house. 
 
    Dunn backed off and collapsed to the concrete floor.  He pointed a trembly finger at Colt and me.  “You’re trespassin’.  “I’m going to call the cops!” 
 
     Sudden silence caught my attention, such a relief.  The bass player pulled off his guitar, unplugging from a bass speaker.  “Hey, are we done with rehearsal?  I think I missed a meal.” 
 
    Dunn ignored the question, his finger still quivering with outrage as it pointed just at me.  I guess he had a policy not to irritate kids with swords.  He yelled.  “She can’t use any of our songs.  I’ve got the copywrites.” 
 
    I nodded at the katana Colt still held.  “I’d shut up if I were you; dead people don’t own copywrites.” 
 
    Dunn swallowed heavily and finally shut his mouth.  But he did take out his cell and punch in some digits.   
 
    A moment later, my dragon hearing picked up an operator’s voice.  “Please state the nature of your emergency.” 
 
    He whispered loudly into the phone.  “There’s a home invasion goin’ on.  I need help!” 
 
    Yes, you do. 
 
    Bass player went into the house, probably to raid the fridge.   
 
    I smiled at Dunn.  “If you were a cat, that would have been your ninth life.  Hang up.” 
 
    Dunn whispered.  “He’s threatening me!” 
 
    “No,” I said.  “This is a threat.” 
 
    The concrete under him darkened to an oily black, a spreading pool that stopped at my feet. 
 
    Colt said, “Dad?” 
 
    Tentacles curled up into the air, encircling Dunn.  He screamed as they wrapped him up, squeezing him purple.  Dunn sank into the dark pool.  When his head went under, golden silence returned.  The pool contracted, vanishing, leaving no trace of Dunn or his phone. 
 
    Colt stared at me, anger on his face.  “Why?” 
 
    “You have to ask?  Put the sword away.” 
 
    He did, but still glared.   
 
    “Look,” I said.  “I did the world a favor.  He might have gotten on U-Tube and posted some videos.”  I shuddered at the horror. 
 
    The girls came running back, each with a suitcase and a backpack.  I led the way out of the garage, up to the sidewalk.   
 
    “No car?” Grace’s face sharpened in the sunlight, hinting at her kitsune nature.   
 
    “That is so old school,” I said.  “I thought we’d catch a dimensional portal instead.”   
 
    Why hide what I am.  It’s time the whole world knew its owner. 
 
    Drummer Girl lifted a brow and gave Grace a concerned stare.  “Is he sane?  And why is he wearing a crown?  More importantly, he is with a label, right?” 
 
    “Colt?”  I lifted a hand, a get going gesture. 
 
    “Fine, but no more tentacles.  I’m serious.” 
 
    A red-copper light flashed into being and swelled so it could take us all.  Colt went in.  Grace shoved Drummer Girl in next and followed.  I went last, looking back in time to see the whole house go black and sink into a lake of darkness.  Whatever evidence Grace had left behind was now forever gone. 
 
    The portal closed and we were on our way to L.A., having made the world a better place. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    “A friend is someone you can always 
 
    impose upon—when carrying cash.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    “Where do you want to come out?” Colt asked.  “The Island House?” 
 
    “Gloria’s, the Velvet Door.  It’s…” 
 
    “I know where Aunt Gloria works,” Colt said. 
 
    I lifted an eyebrow.  “Really?  Hang out in bars much?” 
 
    My nine-year-old son shot me a glance that still had lingering annoyance in it.  “Remember that barbwire tattoo the older me has?” Colt asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Who do you think paid for it?  That will be a birthday present one day.  Mom’s still miffed.” 
 
    Thinking about non-linear time is giving me a headache. 
 
    The copper-red light peeled away from us and I skidded across a parking lot, catching myself against a charcoal colored Buick Enclave.  Colt stepped out without the same runaway velocity.  Grace and Drummer Girl had no problem either.   
 
    Is it just me the portal hates? 
 
    The portal closed with Drummer Girl watching it.  She turned her face to Grace.  “Anything you want to tell me, oh girl with many secrets?” 
 
    An intense focus hardened Grace’s face.  She leaned in and used a hushed voice.  “Okay, but you can’t breathe a word of this to anyone.” 
 
    Drummer Girl nodded and crossed her heart. 
 
    Grace said, “There are dark forces in the world.  Inhuman things that would send anyone off to gibber in a corner.  Thus, to save humanity from all that would feed upon it, Providence has called in an elite team of heroes to stand in the breech.”  She paused dramatically.  “We are those heroes.”  She rushed the next five words.  “Swear to God; true story.” 
 
    “Why don’t I quite believe you?” Drummer Girl asked. 
 
    “Fine, you didn’t just travel across half the country through a glowing hole in space.” 
 
    Drummer Girl couldn’t find an argument for that. 
 
    I led us toward the front of the bar.  Claude the doorman saw me coming, a big man, ugly as a cold plate of oh-my-Gawd!  He leaped to open the door for me.  I’d once improved his face by smashing it into the dumpster out back.   Fear of death produces good service.  It also kept Claude from objecting to my underage son.  He eyed the green agate crown I sported, but asked no questions. 
 
    We went inside.  Black tables and chairs and red carpeting made me think the décor had been chosen by a demon sword.  One of the red walls had plaques, assorted clan symbols from many preternatural communities.  The postings showed this bar was neutral territory, a no-kill zone. 
 
    I intended to impose on an old friend.  Twenty-five hundred years old—and holding. Gloria owned the place.   She had the hot, petite body of a seventeen-year-old girl, five-foot-four, under a hundred pounds, and no sane person wanted to mess with her.  A pure-blood vampire, she was royalty, almost a god to other vampires.   Like a dhampyr—a half-vamp human—she was strong enough to function during daylight, so there was a chance I’d find her here already.   
 
    We waded past assorted patrons, most passing for human, and took a booth against a far wall, the luggage going under the table.  I saw Cleo, one of my were-kitties mixing drinks behind the bar.  Pulled into a ponytail, her brown hair had darker and lighter streaks mixed in.  She stared back through gold-wire framed glasses, smiled, and waved. 
 
    I waved back.  “You guys sit and relax.”   
 
    I strolled over to the bar.  Sitting on his usual stool, I spotted Gray, a half-angel.   He still wore his Raiders jacket.  His hair was a mat of wilted spikes.  His eyes were red and weepy.  His wrinkled khaki pants were stained and slept in.  Long ago, he’d said “No thanks” to Heaven and Hell, siding with anarchy and chaos.  Born with the sight, he usually had a prophecy to depress me with.  By the time his visions clarified, they often proved too late to be useful. 
 
    I stood next to him at the bar, waiting to talk to Cleo.  Though he was blind, I nodded his way. 
 
    He nodded back.  His stare drilled a hole through my head.  He said, “What the hell have you done now?” 
 
    I grinned.  “You’re guessing.  It’s always a good bet that I’m mixed up in something.” 
 
    “You broke the seal.  It’s too early for that.  The end of days isn’t here yet.” 
 
    “Good to know,” I said.  “Buy you a beer?” 
 
    His face went vague as he stared into his private nothingness.  “You’re going to lose the blue beast if you’re not very careful.  Oh, and when the time comes, trust your paranoia.”  His face writhed as he blinked both eyes and widened them like a man half-blinded by a penetrating light.  “A beer would be nice.” 
 
    Clio came over, the bar between us.  I asked, “Is Gloria here?” 
 
    “Inventorying a delivery in back.  I’ll let her know you’re here.  Anything else?” 
 
    “Three sodas for my posse,” I said, “a rum and Coke for me, and another beer for Gray.” 
 
    “Coming up,” she said. 
 
    My phone played Alicia Keys’ Girl on Fire. 
 
    Imari.  I thought of my ebony-skinned First Sword, with fire for hair and a rockin’ hot body.  What does she want? 
 
    I answered.  “Caine here.” 
 
    “You’re back from Fairy.  You should have reported in at once so I can cover you with a protection detail.  You are a lot of people’s favorite target, you know.” 
 
    “I’m not back for long.  I’m dealing with major crap in Fairy and have to get back soon.  Don’t worry, Colt’s got me covered.” 
 
    “A nine-year-old?  That puts my mind at ease.” 
 
    “While I’ve got you on the phone,” I said, “I need some cash freed up to buy a small recording label.” 
 
    “You’ve got one.  GrimZone Records.  We picked it up last year for tax purposes.” 
 
    “People should tell me these things.” 
 
    “If you’d actually read the reports I send you…” 
 
    “Contact whoever’s running the label and make sure they book me at least twelve hours of studio time.  Thanks, luv.” 
 
    “Wait.  I need to tell you about Kat and Joshua.” 
 
    “What about them?”  Kat was Mistress of Sacramento, her husband Joshua, a were-liger.  They’d recently attended the Old Man’s wedding in Las Vegas.” 
 
      “They’ve moved out of Sacramento, relocated, and didn’t tell anyone where or why.  The territory is up for grabs, and the vamps are playing hard ball.  I thought you needed to know.”   
 
    “I’ll worry about it later.”  I hung up.   
 
    A waitress with drinks on a tray came up to me.  “Where are you sitting?” 
 
    “This way.”  I ambled to the table and took a seat.  The waitress put down the drinks.  “Anything else I can get you?” 
 
    “Hot wings,” Colt said. 
 
    Grace and Drummer Girl nodded. 
 
    “Two orders,” I said. 
 
    The waitress nodded and retreated with her tray. 
 
    I’d just finished my drink when Gloria came in.  She swerved, coming straight for me like I owed her money.  I stood and returned her hug.  She smelled my neck.  My blood held great attraction for her, but we were in public; she let me go without taking a free sample.  “Caine, it’s about time you remembered me.  I’ve been pining away.” 
 
    I let a hungry glance rove over her.  “If this is pining, you should do it more often.” 
 
    Gloria’s stare took in the guys at the table.   
 
    Colt looked up at her.  “Hi, Auntie Gloria.” 
 
    “My son Colt, from the future.  He knows future you, but I think this might be your first time meeting him.” 
 
    Drummer Girl whispered to Grace.  “You’re sure he’s sane?” 
 
    “I wish you’d stop asking,” Grace said.  “And yes, he owns a recording label.  And no, I don’t know why he’s wearing a crown.” 
 
    “Looks good on you though,” Gloria said. 
 
    “Dad’s conquered most of Fairy.  He’s going to be their new Overlord,” Colt’s explanation brought a moment of startlement, though I’m not sure who bought it, if anyone. 
 
    Grinning, Gloria changed the subject, nodding at the young girls.  “Robbing the cradle?  Well, who am I to object.  Most of the guys I see are centuries younger.” 
 
    “It’s not like that.”  I sat back down.   “Pull up a chair.” 
 
    Gloria pulled a chair over and joined us.  I made quick introductions, keeping it to first names—though I had to hesitate over Drummer Girl, since I didn’t know her.” 
 
    Drummer Girl nodded a greeting across the table.  “Hi, I’m Lindsey Gates.” 
 
    “Grace and Lindsey are going to be recording with one of my companies, Gloria.  I wonder if I can ask you to put them up somewhere for a few weeks.” 
 
    “What’s in it for me?” 
 
    I smiled.  “I’ll let you invest.” 
 
    “You’d like me to pay you to do a favor for you?”  Gloria laughed.  “I knew you were audacious, but this…” 
 
    Colt stared at her.  “It won’t do you any good to argue.  You’re going to do it.” 
 
    Gloria stopped laughing.  “You know that because…” 
 
    “I’m from the future.” 
 
    She stared at him.  “Well, you seem to believe that.  Your heartbeat didn’t change.  Are you really Caine’s son?” 
 
    He nodded.  “Yep.  And my mom is Selene.  Goddess of the Red Moon.” 
 
    Gloria sat very still, like someone who went to pet a cat and found a tiger. 
 
    I leaned toward her.  “Grace is part kitsune and her father is king of the shadow men.  She can do partial shifting with her larynx to sing in multiple tones across four octaves.  If we handle it right, her first album will go platinum.” 
 
    Colt took a sip from his soda.  “Double platinum.  But first, she’s going to help us with some ghosts.”   
 
    The hot wings came and he plunged in.  Lindsey wasn’t slow either.   
 
    Grace looked at me.  “Ghosts?” 
 
    I smiled.  “If you wouldn’t mind.  It would really help me out.” 
 
    Gloria narrowed her eyes at me.  “Spill, Caine.  Details.” 
 
    I pulled a plate of wings closer and snatched up a coupe that I repositioned on a napkin.  “I’ll fill you in later.  Right now, I just need you to get the girls settled, and maybe you and Lindsey can interview some talent.  We’re going to need at least a bass player and a lead guitarist.  All girls if possible.  Girl bands are hot.”    
 
    Gloria crossed her arm under her breasts, fluffing them up.  “Caine, you swear this is worth my time?”   
 
    I looked at Grace.  “Give her a sample.” 
 
    Grace sang a clear and piercing note that leaped two octaves, split in half, and then modulated into two separate trills, point and counterpoint, descending in a rush.” 
 
    The whole room fell quiet, listening.   
 
    I nudged Gloria’s arm.  “And that’s not even with words.” 
 
    My phone vibrated, letting me know I had a text.  I pulled it out and read the message.  “Peter Grimm, the manager of GrimZone Records wants a meeting next week.  He’s opened some studio time up for us as well.” 
 
    “I’ve heard about that guy, not what I’d call respectable,” Gloria said.  “He does business with my son.” 
 
    Sleazy birds of a feather. 
 
    I lifted an eyebrow.  “That’s right.  Adrian has contacts in the music industry.” 
 
    Gloria said, “Any contract you’re offered, I’d look it over, carefully.  Or get Angie to do it.” 
 
    “She’s relocated to Las Vegas,” I said.  “I know, Gloria, you manage them.  I know you won’t let them get screwed over.  Think of it as an opportunity to show Adrian up.  He’s always been a little too full of himself.” 
 
    Gloria sighed.  “I wish you boys would get along.” 
 
    I shook my head sadly.  “Not going to happen.  There are cool vampires like you, Gloria, and then there are candy-assed dick wads with iron pokers up their ass who strut way above their paygrade.   You know who I mean.” 
 
    She sighed.  “If only his father had taken an interest in him…”  Her gaze went to the girls wiping bar-b-q sauce off their faces with napkins.  “Alright.  I’ve got an empty room upstairs you can share.”  Her gaze swung to me.  “And I’ll tell you how you can return the favor.” 
 
    I thought it was going too smoothly.   
 
    “I’m listening,” I said. 
 
    “Kane, not you, Caine.  Our vampire lord, Kane, he wants me to bring you to his mansion for a visit.” 
 
    “What’s his interest?” I asked. 
 
    “You’re asking if its business or pleasure?” 
 
    “Do I need to bring armed guards?  Are you going to be there?  If you are, will you be on my side, or his?  And if I have to hack his head off, does that mean that I’ll have every vampire in the world coming after me?” 
 
    I suddenly remembered what Gray had said: Trust your paranoia. 
 
    Gloria patted my hand like I was a child.  “Relax, Caine.  He’s a big fan.  I think he wants to thank you for including us in on that invasion of Tartarus.  He was able to dust off the old broadsword and go all medieval on those Villagers.  He says he hasn’t had that much fun since the Dark Ages.” 
 
    I pretended to relax.  The oldest of vampires, the first, the strongest, there had to be a deep game hidden under the social call.  I felt it in my guts.  I smiled.  “Fine.  I’ll see him.  But it will have to wait until I’ve settled things down in Fairy.” 
 
    “I’ll let him know.”  Gloria stood and beckoned to the girls.   “Those are your suitcases under the table?  C’mon, I’ll show you where you can stash them.” 
 
    Lindsey dragged out the luggage and backpacks as Colt and I stood aside.  Grace leaned into me, her eyes like topaz jewels.  “Gloria really is a vampire?” 
 
    I whispered back.  “Yes, and her vampire super-hearing is as good as kitsune and dragon hearing.  She knows you’re whispering about her.” 
 
    “Oh.”  Grace turned and smiled at Gloria.  “Nothing personal.  I just like to know what I’m dealing with.” 
 
    “Smart is better than stupid,” Gloria said.  “I approve.” 
 
    “Just one thing,” Grace said.  “I have a pet who may pop in from the Dream Lands at any time.  Try not to be alarmed.” 
 
    “Pet?” Gloria mouthed the word, unsure of its taste. 
 
    “A two-thousand-pound, teal-blue fu dog,” I said.  “Don’t leave any chocolate lying around.  It will die an ugly death.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    “The fate of the world at stake and 
 
      nobody’s paying me for this; how sad.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Colt stared at me like I was stupid.  Well, more so than usual; a demon lord gets no respect from his loved ones.  His child’s voice spiked with disbelief.  “You want to go in alone?” 
 
    “It’s not like you guys can’t portal in if I need you.  We have the UHF radio transceivers.  They have a five-mile range, you’ll know what’s going on.”  I tapped the little clip on device attached to the strap of my AR Raider pistol.  I had my katana, PPK Storm 4 semi-automatics, and a cool batman mask I’d bought at Walmart, programed to utter numerous threats to put fear into the hearts of evildoers because, as we all know, criminals are a cowardly superstitious lot.   
 
    Izumi’s cold stare dropped the temperature in the treehouse dining room twenty degrees.  “You are betting your life on a walkie-talkie?  Why?” 
 
    “It sounds cooler when you call them radio transceivers.” The pitcher of watermelon gin punch was half gone.  I eyed the one with Vodka Lavender Thyme Lemonade.  I reached for it. 
 
    “Don’t you think you’ve had enough?” Colt said. 
 
    “Dragon metabolism.  This isn’t near enough to get me drunk.”  I pulled the pitcher closer and refilled my cup.   
 
    Selene leaned in and studied my face like I was a new exotic specimen. “Normally, that’s true, but something has been affecting you lately, throwing off your balance.” 
 
    I had noticed that myself.  Gray might have been right that I shouldn’t have broken the seal on my darker impulses on the astral plains.  Still, it was done.  I’d adjust.  Who knows, a less than kind, not quite gentle warlord might even be a bit more effective.  It occurred to me that restraint might even be a little overrated.  The Phantom Court had a fixation with death and ghostly power.  I had no problem helping them to the Light, if my first plan to sneak in fell apart. 
 
    I sighed.  “Look, I won’t be alone.  I’ll be going in with Grace and Tukka.  I’ve worked with them before.  They’ll take me across the vail into the Ghost World.  From there, I ought to be able to infiltrate the Phantom Court without them knowing.  I locate the last tie, grab it, and come back through the Ghost World so they can’t pursue me.” 
 
    Selene helped herself to my drink, finishing it off for me.  “Not bad,” she muttered.   
 
    Izumi said, “Even if Grace and the beast can do as you say, how do you know that the Phantom Court doesn’t also have people that can—what’s the word…?” 
 
    “Crossover,” I said.  “It’s a rare ability.  I don’t know of anyone else that can do this.  And, like I said, if things fall apart, you’ll portal in to back me up.” 
 
     “What if the Phantom Court has ghosts to use.  They can summon from this Ghost World, too, right?” Colt asked. 
 
    Damn.  Kid’s way too smart for my own good. 
 
    “Grace and Tukka have been kicking ghost ass all their lives.  I’ll be in good hands.” 
 
    “Where are these two?” Izumi asked.  “I want to meet them.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Good idea.  Down in the garden.  Having a two-ton creature in a treehouse with a lot of breakables didn’t seem advisable.” 
 
    Who says I can’t think straight? 
 
    “I want to go in with you,” Colt said.  “A fu dog that big can carry three people, right?” 
 
    “You’re not used to fighting in the Ghost World.  Physics there are different.  And if Grace loses hold of you, you’ll pop out where anyone can see you.  I’ve worked with her.  I’ve the ability to maintain myself after crossover in the ghost realm, without help from Grace.  Without this skill, you’ll be putting her in more danger, which will put the mission in greater danger.  Really, people, have some faith.  I’ve thought this out and the risks are much milder than many I’ve succeeded at.” 
 
    White mist swirled from Izumi’s lips as she answered.  “Yeah, but some of those risks were flat out crazy and shouldn’t have worked.” 
 
    “It’s a good plan.  And if I have a habit of making the impossible work out, that’s even more reason to go.  Besides, they know by now that they’re the last.  If I don’t go to them, they will come after me.  This has to be done.”  I stood, snatched up the vodka lemonade, and headed for the balcony.  “Let’s take the elevator down and you guys can meet Grace.  And Tukka, the stomach that walks like a dog—a very big dog.” 
 
    I took the elevator with Izumi.  Selene and Colt preferred to jump from the railing and float down under their own power. 
 
    Just showing off. 
 
    Izumi touched my arm.  “You are different.  Your impulse control seems a little wobbly.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.  Which is why I need to unite the Heart Stone.  I’m tied to it, and it is growing a lot stronger, and still unbalanced.  I think I’ll do better once that influence is fixed.” 
 
    Her gaze still held doubt.  “Well, if it will fix you, I guess you’d better go in.” 
 
    “I need your support, Izumi.  You’ve stood by me a lot of years.  I’m going to need you to hold Fairy for me as the Overlord’s queen when all of this is over.  I’ll have to turn my attentions to the Dragon World and Earth.” 
 
    She smiled weakly.  “I know, I know.  He who dies with the most toys wins.  But if you die, I’ll never forgive you.” 
 
    I kissed her.  Frost formed on my face.  We stepped off the magic disk as it reached ground level.  Selene and Colt were over by the fountain, having found our guests.  Of course, a teal-blue dog the size of a rhino isn’t easy to overlook.  Izumi and I strolled over. 
 
    Over my garden walls, in the direction of town, I saw high granite walls pulled up from deep underground.  The town was now a fortress.  Izumi had done a great job. 
 
    Grace had dressed for battle: she wore a black body stocking, had a Kevlar chest protector that had been customized, contoured to fit over her breasts, but not to hide them, and she wore elbow length leather gloves with braces on that held iron throwing spikes.  She wore steel-toe boots and shin-protectors with spiked knee-pads.  She’d undergone a small transformation.  Tiny moth wings fluttered at her back and fresh antennae sprouted from her forehead, making her look fey, not kitsune.  And completely new to me, a special flap in the seat of her pants accommodated twin fox tails while preserving her modesty. 
 
    Colt couldn’t stop staring.  I think he wanted to pet her, but didn’t quite dare. 
 
    Behind her, like a blue wall, I saw Tukka’s side.  His teal color seemed a little more faded than I remembered.  Also, it seemed like he had a little more sag to his gut. 
 
    Maybe he’s just getting old and should think about retiring soon. 
 
    He turned our way, showing us a face with one lavender eye, the other milky, surrounded by scars.  He’d fought something somewhere that had marked him.  I hoped he’d at least won the fight.  His good eye looked me over.  His projected thoughts were sour and scathing.  No one’s killed you yet?  What kind of trouble are you trying to get Grace into now? 
 
    I had the sudden impulse to feed him to some tentacles.  Manfully, I resisted. 
 
    Maybe when the mission is over…if I can do it without getting caught. 
 
    I pulled out Look Number Forty-Three: Injured Innocence with a hint of World-Weariness.  “That’s a fine way to great a friend.  Should I lay down so you can wipe your feet on me?” 
 
    Tukka grinned hugely.  Would you? 
 
    Grace frowned at him.  “Be nice.  Caine’s doing a lot for Lindsey and me.” 
 
    Tukka kept his one-eyed glower going strong.  He wants a lot, too.  Just don’t go signing anything in blood. 
 
    Izumi kept her distance from the iron spikes Grace wore, but didn’t seem unfriendly.  I think the tails and antennae had won her over.  “You’re kitsune, and fey?” she asked. 
 
    “Not fey,” Grace answered.  My father’s a shadow man.” 
 
    “But the antennae?”  Selene crowded Grace, staring.  She reached out slowly, about to brush a feathery frond.   
 
    Grace stepped back, turning her head.  “Please don’t.  Those are sensitive.  Besides dispersing pheromones and augmenting my sense of smell, the antennae provide gyroscope flight control.  I need them to stabilize my flight.” 
 
    “You can fly with those tiny wings?” Colt asked. 
 
    I noticed that he’d caught the end of one fox tail and was feeling the white tip. 
 
    “Not in the real world.”  Grace’s tail tugged itself free.  “But when we crossover to the Ghost World, we’ll be down to about half gravity.  I can fly there.” 
 
     Selene pulled Colt out of the way.  “Grace, dear, you were about to tell us how a kitsune-shadow mix wound up with Moth DNA.” 
 
    Actually, she wasn’t, but Selene was bursting with curiosity, and getting pushy.” 
 
    Grace shrugged.  “I was attacked once by an amorous mothman that wouldn’t take “Hell no” for an answer.  He kidnapped me and forced certain bio-morphic fluids down my throat.  He wrapped me up in a cocoon, trying to forcibly convert me so I’d have to accept him as a mate.” 
 
    Selene bared teeth, her eyes fierce and bright.  “Bio-morphic fluids?  You and I need to sit down and have a long talk.  Perhaps when this is all over, you’d like to visit my laboratory.” 
 
    Dungeon, you mean.  You want tissue samples. My dear Selene, you’re being way too obvious.   
 
    Grace lifted her eyebrows.  “You’re a medical researcher?” 
 
    “I certainly am.” 
 
    Colt looked at his mother, but didn’t contradict her.  He looked conflicted, and worried.   
 
    Women will do that to you. 
 
    Tukka huffed and growled low in his throat, a sound like a muffled lawnmower.  Don’t we have a mission to finish? 
 
    Izumi handed me the black backpack with the mega-tie in it.  I slipped it on, then pulled the batman voice changer helmet from a bag at my side that carried grenades.  I was about to put it on, when Colt saw it.   
 
    His face lit up.  “How did you know I wanted one of those?” 
 
    “Well, actually, I got it for…”   
 
    Selene and Izumi—who both knew me well—were giving me ball-crushing looks.   
 
    I changed what I was about to say.  “…for you, hoping you’d like it.  I know you think I’m a terrible father, but…I really do care for you.”   
 
    As long as I was being forced to be generous, I thought I deserved some brownie points for this.  Colt snatched it from my hand, put it on, and pressed a button on the side.  A digital voice said: “Whores, beware, Batman is prowling.” 
 
    Everybody stared at me. 
 
    I cleared my voice.  “I, uh, may have improved the pre-recorded dialog a bit.  Colt, don’t use that in mixed company, and don’t repeat anything it may say.” 
 
    “You’re an ass, dad.” 
 
    I’d have been crushed, but he said it with a smile, and warmth in his tone. 
 
    Izumi opened an ice-blue portal with a dark blue core.  “Step in and I’ll punch the portal through to the Phantom Lands.  If you jump out and crossover right away, you should be safe, and might even go unnoticed.” 
 
    Grace turned to Tukka.  That’s when I noticed the petite riding saddle she picked up out of the grass.  It had very long straps.  She approached Tukka with it. 
 
    He retreated a step.  Aw, Grace, come on, I don’t want to wear that.  It’s embarrassing.  The ghosts will laugh at me. 
 
    Grace put fists on her hips.  “We’ve been over this.   You have a helluva blind spot now.   You need me to see what you can’t.  Why do you think we’ve been practicing with the heel nudges and all?” 
 
    Tukka not a horse! 
 
    No, I thought.  Horses are pretty and not so fat. 
 
    Grace threw the saddle on him and crawled under him to gather a strap.  She came out with it and cinched the buckle tight.  “You’re not Daredevil either.  You grow a radar-sense, and we’ll leave the saddle home.  Until then…” 
 
    Tukka sighed and stood still while Grace mounted him.  I scrambled up behind her and reached around for a good grip. 
 
    Wouldn’t want to fall off. 
 
    My hands found a rounded shape that intrigued them.   
 
    Grace hissed at me over her shoulder.  In a low voice, she asked, “What do you think you’re grabbing?” 
 
    “Oops, sorry.  I’m not used to those being there.” 
 
    Jump off, Grace.  Tukka roll and squash him like a bug. 
 
    “I’ve got it covered.”  Grace held out her hand.  A thin, edged shaft of shadow grew out of her fist, a sword, ready for use.  She spoke over her shoulder again.  “Do I have to use this?” 
 
    “Not at all.  It was just an accident,” I lied.  “Won’t happen again.” 
 
    “It better not,” Selene said.  “You are way overextended these days as it is, stud-muffin.” 
 
    “Tell me about,” Izumi complained. 
 
    Even Colt gave me the old stink-eye, the voice-changer helmet hiding most of his face.  He pressed the button on the side.  A digital voice said: “I will fuck you with a batarang.” 
 
    Selene peeled the helmet off him.  “I think we need to burn this now.” 
 
    “Aw, Mom!  He had it coming.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “Just when I’m sure I’ve won, Fate  
 
    takes a dump on my hopes and dreams.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Grace and I rode into the portal mouth.  Swirling icy blue light made a tunnel.  Izumi stayed behind, in my garden.  “Here goes,” she called.  The forward wall of light irised open.   
 
    Tukka carried us out into the Phantom Lands.  The ground sounded squishy.  We were surrounded by white cypress that grew very tall, lifting bent branches to the sky as if in prayer.  The leaves were feathery, delicate, reminding me of Grace’s antennae.  There was also black gum tupelo with swelled bases guarding narrow creeks.  There were white egrets in the higher branches, fussing at each other with gurgled calls.  
 
    “Hey, what happened to all the sunlight?” Grace asked. 
 
    There was a haze of red in the west.  A twilight gloom pressed in.  We’d gone from morning to twilight.  An eternal, frozen twilight.  “Each lord shapes his land,” I said.  I allow regular time flow and seasonal change.  Here, it looks like they’re fond of spooky atmospherics.  Probably so their beloved human ghosts can manifest and the fey can interact with them.” 
 
    “Weird,” Grace said. 
 
    We’d lucked out by emerging in a place with no people.  We could travel here without shifting to the Ghost World too soon.  We’d do so when necessary.  The drawback to crossover was that Grace’s clock started with the shift; she used up energy just keeping herself there.  The more we stayed on this side of things, the stronger she’d be when we faced trouble.  It was one of the tiny details that I hadn’t mentioned to Izumi and Selene.  
 
    Izumi’s poral closed on my end.  She’d be pushing it through now to a new point, one where my back-up could monitor me without getting too close, but still be ready to roll in if I radioed for help.   
 
    Extending my senses through the green agate crown, I picked up the Phantom Court tie.  That gave me a direction, and a sense of distance.  I pointed through the trees.  “That way, two miles maybe.” 
 
    Tukka carried us along at an easy canter, leaping creeks when necessary, his belly shielding us from the mud he kicked up.  We disturbed a great blue heron, sending it into the sky.  He scolded us with a sound that made me think of a duck with laryngitis. 
 
    Tukka slowed and veered around a hedge, stopping short of coming out into the open.  I knew why.  I could hear the rhythmic falling of an ax splitting wood.  We were reaching civilization.  I slid off Tukka and went around him to peek out into a clearing.  I saw a man chopping firewood under a live southern oak shrouded with Spanish moss.  Behind him was a house that combined the fancy trim of a Victorian with the low sprawl of a ranch house.  It had bay windows and gables, plus a brick chimney. 
 
    The man wore leather breeches and a loose, white cotton shirt with drawstring ties to close the front.  Lacy cuffs adorned his wrists.  He stopped, set the ax aside and whipped his face with a black silk handkerchief.  “You might as well come out,” he called.  “Little Tim has already reported your movements to me.” 
 
    I stepped out from cover and took a few steps toward him.  “Little Tim?” 
 
    A patch of fog materialized by the man.  It took on the shape of a boy a little older than Colt.  The ghost hovered, his legs withering into feet of vapor, not quite touching the grass.  He was dressed the way boys were back on Earth, where I guess he’d been collected.  The ghost moved his lips.  I heard only a moan of wind.   
 
    The man seemed to understand.  “Timmy says you have a monster with you, and a girl.” 
 
    “I was trying not to scare you.” 
 
    “Ha.  I don’t scare easy.  Bring your monster out.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call him a monster.  Big, but there are bigger beasts in Fairy.  Tukka, show yourself.” 
 
    He plodded out and around the hedge and stopped.  Grace looked down with interest at the fey man and his ghost.  “Hi.  I’m Grace.”  She patted the side of the fu dog.  “This is Tukka.” 
 
    The man peered intently.  “My, he certainly is…blue.  You don’t see that too often.  So, where are you folks going.” 
 
    “This is my first time in Fairy.  My friend here is showing me around,” Grace said. 
 
    “Just passin’ through,” Caine said.  “A lot of tension among the kingdoms these days, so we’re trying not to draw too much attention.” 
 
    “In the Phantom Lands? The king’s Specter Corps see everything.  Not much chance of anyone just slipping through.” 
 
    “Well, as you can see, it’s just Grace and me riding by.  It’s not like we’re a threat.”  I smiled, giving him my most practiced expression of harmless innocence. 
 
    “I hope not, stranger, but if you’ve come to trouble us, you’ve met your match.” 
 
    “You are obviously the first line of defense,” I said.  “Common settlers don’t use silk handkerchiefs.  That’s an aristocratic oversight.” 
 
    The man laughed again.  “And I thought my role camouflage was perfect.” 
 
    Grace murmured very low, trusting my dragon hearing to pick her up.  “I sense ghosts.  A lot of them.  I think we’re surrounded.” 
 
    I shrugged, keeping my eyes on the stranger.  “Look, if you want be our guide, we don’t mind you keeping an eye on us.  We’d like to visit the Court, see a few ghosts, and anything you think might be of interest.  We have silver to spend, too, if there are some markets around here.  What do you say?” 
 
    “You are a very good liar, but my ghost friends can read your aura.  Purple, gold, and a lot of scary black they say.  What are you, exactly?” 
 
    “You’re getting rather personal, don’t you think?  Peeking at auras, have you no shame?”  Blathering, I looked past him, trying to see if anyone was peeking out a window.” 
 
    The stranger said, “Is that a crown you’re wearing?  Would you happen to be Caine Deathwalker, the Lord of the Dragon Lands?” 
 
    I ignored the question, shaping a shadow pattern on my stomach, feeding it a wash of golden dragon magic to activate it.  My Dragon Vision kicked in. 
 
    Colored tags floated over the stranger identifying a hell of a lot of enchanted weapons disguised as common items.  The handkerchief he held had a death curse woven into it.  Several buttons on his shirt had protective runes.  There were multiple knives in his boots with major killing spells attached.  The leather cuff on his right wrist hid an amulet for controlling ghosts.   
 
    The axe he’d been using no longer looked like a common tool for chopping wood.  It had become an enchanted double-headed battle-axe.  The spell tag on it was red.  If I read the Elven glyphs on it right, there was a spell on it for chopping through magical protective barriers.    
 
    The little spirit next to him had a pale blue tag printed with: Ghost, level 3.  The little guy was weak, just a mascot. 
 
    Especially weird, the cabin wasn’t really there, just a ghost of a house that had burned down in past years.  Under my spell, I saw the caved-in roof, burnt timbers, and broken windows. 
 
    “What are you,” I asked.  “A royal trouble-shooter for the king?  I’m betting that no matter how we approached, we would have run into you, right?” 
 
    The smile fell off his face.  A dangerous glint entered his eyes.  “You’re a lot smarter than the stories say.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “I get that a lot from people—just before I kill them.” 
 
    “Caine?” Grace made a question out of my name. 
 
    I eased back up until I felt her leg behind me and knew I was close enough for her to grab.  “Apparently, we’ve been intercepted by a one-man army.” 
 
    He bowed at the compliment, but didn’t take his eyes off me.  His hand reached for the axe.  “Kind of you to say so, but I have an army.  They just haven’t materialized yet.” 
 
    “Yes, we know.  Grace, it’s time.” 
 
    Her hand pressed my shoulder.  Gravity fluttered.  An electric tingle went through me and color faded to graytones.  I charged my body with golden dragon magic to anchor myself in the Ghost World. 
 
    The fey snatched up his axe and ran several steps toward me, only to stop, his stare sweeping in a search pattern.  I was no longer in a place he could see, or choppable.  Unfortunately, he was right about his army.  Men, women, children: ghosts were thickly clustered around us.  They could see and touch us.  And the stronger ones had ghostly weapons manifested by the power of their will.  I saw a chef with a meat cleaver, a soldier with a sword.   
 
    I pulled away from Grace so she’d know I didn’t need her to keep me here anymore.  “If you guys have this, I’ll run on ahead and swipe the tie.” 
 
    Go.  Tukka got this. 
 
    I drew my katana and covered the blade with black shadow, wrapping it in coils of lightning for extra lethalness.  I ran at the ghosts barring my way.   
 
    Behind me, Tukka unleash a bellow that shivered the world.  It felt like falling out of a plane back first onto an ocean hard as bricks.  The thunder burst lifted and blasted me ahead.  The ghosts I’d planned to slice and dice were shredded into thin curls of silver mist as I shot through them like a bullet. 
 
    Yeah, I guess they do have this. 
 
    I went quite a ways before the lighter gravity brought me down.   Jumping as I landed, I used a series of moon-hops to clear the area.  I passed several more houses, these ones real, and noticed heavily armed riders waiting to be called in by the guy with the enchanted battle axe.  Yeah, they were definitely waiting for me.  My best advantage now was that, as a ghost, they couldn’t see me, otherwise, leaping around with a magic sword would have been reckless.   
 
    Oh crap! 
 
    They had a few weak ghosts with them.  Falling out of the sky, I put a finger to my lips.  Don’t rat me out.  
 
    They did, pointing at me, talking in windy moans.   
 
    Damn floaty bastards.  I really hate ghosts. 
 
    Going full out, I leaped with dragon strength.  I couldn’t fly like Grace but my incredible Hulk imitation moved me along nicely.  The ghosts tried to keep up, but I left them in my dust.  This happened a few more times, and then I was at a great monstrosity of a temple, at least that’s what it looked like.  A long swimming pool in front, courtyards, columns, a dome of a roof that could have sheltered a stadium.  There were no ghosts outside, but I could still run into some near the tie.  The crown guided me, letting me feel the power of the land, the power of the last king I needed to face.  This energy had a texture different from the rest of the fey I’d encountered.   
 
    If I move fast, in and out like a quick fuck, I should be all right. 
 
    Walls enclosed me.  I had to flatten my trajectory to stay under the ceiling.  I passed oblivious fey servants going about their business.  There were soldiers station at regular intervals, but they had no ghostly buddies to out me.  I guessed that most of them had been sent out to form a defensive ring. 
 
    My sense of the tie took me higher, up a staircase.  Several stories higher, in an open space with a throne of silver, I found a single fey waiting me—and the mother of all ghosts, if that’s what it was.   
 
    Demon spirit, maybe. 
 
    The shape was non-human, as if an alien monster had died and its spirit had come here by accident.  The thing was gray-bodied, and smoky black of limb, not silver like a proper ghost.  It’s six spider eyes were red stars in an elongated head.  Its neck was long, bleeding a jagged mane of black hair half way to the floor.  A kangaroo tail jutted out in back to balance that long neck.  It had fully formed feet—rabbit feet—clawed, and four arms, triple-jointed of course.   
 
    Why make things easy for me?  
 
    I hit the floor, willing my feet not to go through it.  A loss of focus, and I could drop down a floor.  Not really a bad idea if things went against me.  Of course, demon-thing would follow.   
 
    What do they feed that thing anyway?  Other ghosts?  It’s bigger than Tukka. 
 
    I tried to stop, and did after a few awkward bounces that nearly slammed my face through the floor.  I straightened. 
 
    The ghost had all its claws down on the floor, ready to pounce.  The fey lord stopped it with a gesture.  “Easy, Volar, not yet.  I want to speak to this one.” 
 
    The ghost huffed, drooling spectral slime, baring shark-like layers of teeth at me, but it did stay put.  The lord walked toward me, his eyes locked on.  I might have been invisible to others, but not him. 
 
    Damn, that’s just not fair. 
 
    The crown tugged my attention to the throne.  The tie was there, on the cushioned seat, a green-white crystal waiting for my greedy hands. 
 
    I planted my sword tip on the floor, and willed it to support me as I leaned forward.  I dimmed out the golden energy, and let the shadow bleed down onto the stone floor.  Like a spreading pool, it turned onyx, a glossy black sea.  If I needed my little tentacled pets, I’d need them fast. 
 
    The advancing lord nearly lost step as the darkness spread under him, but since nothing happened to him, he ignored the phenomenon and kept coming.  “Cute trick,” he said. 
 
    My Dragon Vision noted a number of magic rings with power to summon.  Otherwise, he seemed unarmed.  Of course, he had demon-thing. 
 
    Such a comfort. 
 
    He wore clothing from my world, packing broad-shoulders into a business suit of blue, so washed out it was almost white.  The suit matched his eyes.  And hair.  He wore silver-skull earrings with ruby eyes.  A sheathed, basket-hilt rapier hung on an azure leather belt cinching his waist.  His shoes were Italian loafers.  His white cream skin made him seem almost a ghost himself.   
 
    “I am Orin,” he said.  “The Phantom Lord.  And if you want my tie, outworlder, you must go through me and my little pet.” 
 
    “If you insist.”  I gave him a smile and a level stare that hid none of the darkness in my soul. 
 
    He flinched. 
 
    And I attacked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    “When Death comes, I fear he’ll hurry the 
 
       experience; he’s been waiting so long...” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I went in, half my body submerged in the dark sea I’d created, instead of what should have been the floor.  My sword thrust diagonally toward his heart.  He scrambled back, drawing his sword with a metallic scrape that was almost a scream.  I called to my pets in the darkness to rise and take Volar.  I didn’t need to fight both a fey lord and a demon-spirit at the same time. 
 
    Orin’s sword caught my blade, but he didn’t fight my strength or redirect my attack.  Instead, he moved himself in a sideways arc, much easier.  I was forced to turn and follow, rising from the dark sea to stand on it again.  Our swords scraped and clattered, engaging, flowing with swift licks of the points, and tiny sweeps, each of us trying to open the door to a decisive kill. 
 
     My shadow sword should have been intangible to him since I was still in the Ghost World and Orin wasn’t.  But by making a ghost of his sword, he made it real to me, stealing my advantage.  With both swords solid to each other, mine should cut cleanly through his rapier, but the magic in his blade was a very high level; no common smith had made this.   
 
    I had to be very careful because on several passes, his sword had gone normal on me, leaving the Ghost World long enough to offer no resistance.  Becoming immaterial by becoming material; a hell of a trick.  Then his sword would return to the Ghost World, attacking inside my guard.  I was forced to do the same thing with my shadow magic in order to teach him caution.   
 
    His skill level equaled mine.  The uncanny bastard must have sensed this day approaching, like a shroud of doom, and practiced daily, hours on end, to prepare.  
 
    Can’t just roll over and die.  If the Old Man saw this, he’d laugh. 
 
    We circled, more his preference than mine.  This brought me around again so I could see Volar.  The spirit hovered in the air.  Tentacles tore at him, not getting a firm grip.  They’d distort his body, then slowly drag through, as if Volar were made of some dense mucus.  And he was giving as good as he got.  The creature peered down into the black sea, finding those hidden bodies with their monstrous red eyes.  Volar’s six smaller eyes were just as red, filled with infernal power.  They emitted tight beams of red light like lasers.    
 
    A cut across my bicep reminded me to pay attention to my own fight.  Adrenaline reduced the pain, nothing to fuss over.  I no longer had to suffer to trigger my magic spells, but a lifetime of such an inconvenience meant I wasn’t thrown by injury.  My blade continued the intimate dance as I minded my footwork. 
 
    “I knew meeting you alone would prove a fulfillment of all my desires,” Orin said.  “It has been more than a millennium since I have been so challenged by another swordsman.  I applaud your skill.” 
 
    “If I have done so much for you, give me your tie.  I will leave you to rule here as you always have.” I redirected a slash that might have scratched my Kevlar chest protector.  “The dying land needs to be healed.  To be made whole.  You know it’s true.  By fighting me, you do a disservice to the Land and your people.” 
 
    My blade bounced off his, forcing an opening.  I lunged in.  He retreated, giving ground as he sought a way to recover the momentum of the battle. 
 
    I could have summoned Dragon Fire or a lightning attack.  There were many magic spells I could have resorted to, but I found my pride wouldn’t let me.  That would be admitting I’d found a better swordsman than myself.  I couldn’t live with such an admission.  Besides, this was damn fun.   I had to take the guy down, sword to sword. 
 
    Sliding to the side, he forced me to change the angle of my attack.  He parried a series of probing feints as I looked for a way past his guard.  He shrugged with an eloquence of body language that made me wonder if he’d practiced that, too.  He said, “All things die, rage as they might, resist as they can.  It is the natural order.  As a human, you should know this better than we fey who put death off for centuries.” 
 
    “I think you’ve put dying off a little bit too long,” I muttered. 
 
    He laughed, and still our swords clattered and maneuvered.  “Are you fighting for glory, for empire?  They die, too.  Why, I knew a man once on your world, a fellow called Ozymandias.  There was an empire builder…” 
 
    Yeah, I’ve read the poem.  That’s actually Pharaoh Rameses II.  He died in 1213 BC.  That would make Orin well over thirty-two hundred years old.  Can’t be.  Even the very old fey aren’t that old.  Maybe he isn’t fey at all. Or he’s blowing smoke up my ass. 
 
    I continued to move with him, waiting until he could see his beloved Volar fighting the tentacle-beasts.  I thought that moment of surprise would give me the opening I needed.  When he saw my pets, his face fell into shock.  His eyes flared wider, his jaw nearly dropped. 
 
    I leaped, dispersing the golden dragon magic that anchored me to the Ghost World.  I brought my sword down with all my crushing strength, knowing I was totally open.  Reflexively, he took the opening I gave.  An electric tingle faded from my body.  Color returned to the world.  Gravity returned to normal.  And his sword ran straight through my heart, poking out my back. 
 
    That’s when the second shock hit him.  I didn’t die.  By entering the material world, I’d become immaterial to his ghost blade.  Taking no harm, I slid down its length, slashing with my katana. 
 
    Another sword caught mine, blocking my attack.  I had been so focused on my opponent, I’d missed someone running in to save his lord.  I fell sideways, getting clear of the sword in my body before Orin brought it out of the Ghost World, making it solid to me. 
 
    But Orin wasn’t so interested in me anymore.  His face red with fury, hard and strained, he drove his savior back with a series of rapid-fire sword blows.  Here was deep, killing rage. 
 
    Maintaining his guard, the soldier retreated.  Sword rang on sword.  “But, my lord, I saved you.” 
 
    “You interfered with my fight.  You stole the death I’d earned.  Scoundrel!  Idiot!  You…you…!” 
 
    “Ass-hat?” I offered. 
 
    “You ass-hat!” 
 
    The guard spun away, running for his life.  He was not so in love with death as his master, it seemed. 
 
    Too late. 
 
    Orin’s sword pierced the man’s heart from behind.  The soldier crumpled and died.  Orin pulled his sword out and pointed a ring at the man.  The purple light of a Will-o’-the-Wisp rose from the body, not usually an immediate process.  This was my first time seeing it.  This fey version of a ghost dissolved.  Its purple mist absorbed by the ring.  One more ghost chained to the Phantom Court. 
 
    Orin turned back to me.  “My apology.  The victory was clearly yours.  Take the tie.” 
 
    “Thanks, I will.”  Perhaps a draw was best.  The tricks I’d used weren’t going to work again.  This might be an undefeatable foe.  If so, the best way to conquer him was to take the tie and make him a subject whose honor would disarm him.  I walked to the throne and picked the green-white crystal up in my hand.  I put it in the backpack.  There was a flush of emerald light and the mega-tie became a little larger as the total shape shifted, redefining itself.  There remained a hollow pocket, waiting to be filled.  I slung the pack back on. 
 
    A mission bell clang filled the sky of Fairy. 
 
    Turning away from the throne, I saw Orin letting off steam, kicking the dead man’s head like a football. 
 
    This guy really holds a grudge. 
 
    My attention went to my shadow-beasts—make that beast.  They’d all merged into one body with a single cycloptic eye.  It had surfaced from the dark sea and was trying to swallow Volar whole. 
 
    Orin saw this, too, calling out to me.  “My lord, Deathwalker, if I might impose upon your generosity.  Could you spare my pet?  I am fond of it, and really don’t want it consumed.” 
 
    Sure.  A small favor, for a price. 
 
    “Your oath of fealty, first,” I said. 
 
    He didn’t bother to kneel.  “My lord Deathwalker, I place myself and my kingdom in your hands.  I pledge my support and obedience to you as Overlord of Fairy.  Now, if you don’t mind…” 
 
    I hurried toward the monsters, shrinking the dark sea on the floor as I went.  On this side of the Ghost World, I saw Volar in much less detail.  He’d become a black silhouette with six red eyes, and seemed a lot less solid, perhaps a true creature of smoke.  He pulled back, as tentacles slid through his body.  Those red beams fired out of his eyes, cutting deep into my shadow beast.  They were pretty much deadlocked, but not giving up. 
 
    I called out.  “Enough, both of you.  The fight’s over.  Stand down!” 
 
    Volar turned his head my way.  His eyes flared with a build-up of red light.  They fired.  My sword caught most of the beams.  Two hit me and burned deep.   I angled my body and the beams all missed.  I scooped melted Kevlar away from deeper wounds and patted out the flames that fluttered from holes in my muscle tissue. 
 
    Orin called to his pet.  “Valor, stop!  I called you from the eternal dark and I can send you back.” 
 
    The slobbery beast drooled its discontent, but the eyes stopped firing.   
 
    I approached my pet and pointed down into the dark pool.  “Time to go, big fella.  Now.”  
 
    It wavered, tentacles curling in frustration, and made no move to leave.   
 
    Stubborn. 
 
    “You will obey.”  I aimed my sword and filled it with my power.  Dark and bright, shadow and lightning jagged off the blade, streamers of magic that slammed into the shadow-beast.  Its core belled opened, a ball of emptiness, until I reined in my power.  Its darkness rushed back in to fill the hole.  Glaring at me, the beast sank into the dark pool.  As the last of it dropped under the surface, I closed the pool, pulling the darkness to my feet, and up into my body.  I sheathed my sword.   
 
    Valor drifted toward me, red eyes hungry, menacing. 
 
    I shot Orin a look.  “He does know he’s not allowed to eat me, right?” 
 
    “It’s the blood that draws it.  Don’t worry.  I can banish him with a command word if he gets overly friendly.” 
 
    “Nice to know.” 
 
    My bicep no longer bled, but blood was still on me.  
 
    “Care to join me for dinner,” Orin asked.  “I’d love to hear how you learned to access the realm of ghosts.  Even we in the Phantom Courts have not managed such a thing.” 
 
    “Perhaps another time.  I left comrades fighting your spectral army.  I need to get back before all your ghosts are destroyed.” 
 
    “What?  That is not conceivable.” 
 
    “There is one who is Mistress to the Ghost World of Earth.  You have taken her ghosts and enslaved them.  You will be fortunate if she does not break your entire court with her fury.” 
 
    That was laying it on thick, even for me, but when the enemy ghosts pulled themselves together, they’d be telling tall tales.  Rather than admit they were weak, they’d turn Grace into a monster.  And what Orin would hear of Tukka would be staggering.  A new fey legend would be born: Beauty and her Beast.   
 
    “The bell has rung,” Orin said.  “All my people know a change of power has occurred.  My army will be recalling the ghosts, entrenching, waiting to hear what has happened.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Let’s go tell them.  Got a stable around here?” 
 
    “Where did you leave your friends?  What direction did you come in from?” 
 
    I explained about the burned down ghost cabin, giving the direction in miles.   
 
    Orin nodded, finally putting his sword away.  It was as if his hand loved the feel of the hilt and found it hard to put the sword aside.  He came up to me, waving Valor away.  “I know the place.  I’ll open up a portal and take us there.” 
 
    He made a few passes with his hand, staring at a point in space that glowed silver-blue.  The star became a disk swelling ever bigger.  He stabilized the portal when we could walk inside, side by side.  Another wave and the middle opened up, showing us a view of grass and hedge.   
 
    He went first.  I followed.  The way back closed.  Several more steps took us out, miles away from the Phantom Court.  The light collapsed behind us.  I turned around and found the ghost house.  Grace sat on the porch, holding a cup as several uniformed officers argued over who’d pour her wine.  Tukka lay on the ground, huffing, keeping his good eye on Grace.   
 
    No wounds.  Good.   
 
    A large mass of soldiers attended horses off to the side. They saw Orin and straightened, remembering their military discipline.  The officers with Grace saw us and leaped to attention.  Grace caught a wine bottle before it hit the ground. 
 
    Great reflexes. 
 
     Orin bellowed.  “Hear me.  Let word go forth.  This is Caine Deathwalker, of the Dragon Lands.  He is our new Overlord, and graciously permits me to serve him, continuing to rule here in his name.” 
 
    “You did it!” Grace said.  “You got the tie.” 
 
    “I did.  How did it go for you two?” 
 
    Tukka huffed.  Tukka fought against thousands, mighty in prowess, crushing in his strength. 
 
    “It was quite a workout,” Grace said.  “After the first couple hundred, it all became a blur.  You owe me big for this.” 
 
    “I’m already giving you a record deal, a place to stay, an entire management team.  What else do you want?” 
 
    “Artistic control.  I want to do my own music, not someone else’s crap.  And if you want to buy me a pink convertible, I won’t say no.”  She got up and came over to join me.  Her gaze went up into the air.  “Uh-oh.  Incoming.” 
 
    I looked.  There was a winged leopard heading our way.  It swooped and pulled up, returning to the clouds.  A roll of parchment—sealed with a red ribbon and a blot of wax—fell at my feet.  I reached down and picked it up. 
 
    Tukka growled at the flying cat.  Better run! 
 
    “That’s one of the beasts from the Wildlands,” Orin said.  “What does it want?” 
 
    I broke the seal and unrolled the document.  The message was from Izumi, under duress: 
  
 
    The Wild Hunt have my mother and Colt.  They want you and the ties.  If Selene interferes, they say they will kill Colt. If you do not go to them, alone, they will kill both prisoners.  I leave this in your hands.  Don’t fuck up. 
 
      
 
    —Izumi 
 
      
 
    Orin read over my shoulder.  Apparently, English held no mystery for him.  “Tough break.  What are you going to do?” 
 
    “They have my son.  What do you think I’m going to do?  Unleash such hell upon them they will never dare such a thing again.” 
 
    Grace took the roll and read it next.  “How awful.  Poor kid.  Tukka, you got a little more fight in you?” 
 
    The lummox rolled to his feet.  Tukka ready. 
 
    At that moment, I’d have bought him all the chocolate in the world.  “They’ll be watching.  I need to go alone.  But once things are all stirred up, if you want to sneak in…” 
 
    Orin grinned.  “Sounds fun.  My sword is at your service.” 
 
    I looked at Grace.  Tukka can carry you to Earth, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, by way of the Dream Lands.” 
 
    I gave her my phone.  I had a lot of important numbers on speed dial.  “Go to L.A. and call Imari, the First Sword of my demon clan.  I need all forces armed, mobile, and ready for war.  Call Gloria, too.  She can get a hold of the were-kitties.  Come back here, get Orin’s forces, and let him guide everyone to the Wildlands.  I shouldn’t be hard to find.  I never am in mid rampage.” 
 
    She touched my half-melted chest protector.  “Okay, Caine, but will you really be all right by yourself?”   
 
    “I’m going to look up three shades I know.  Since I’m doing all this for the Land, the Land can damn well do a few things for me.”    
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY 
 
      
 
    “No one takes what’s mine,  
 
    without choking on my fist.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 

                                    —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Dragon wings extended, otherwise human, I descended toward the center islet in the subterranean archipelago.  There was no wash of green radiance this time to guide me, but the air still tasted of fried wiring and burnt newspapers.  I dropped onto crunching white gravel amid the ancient ruins.  Gravity felt normal, no need for games this time.   
 
    The pitted, broken edges of the roofs gave roosting to the wisps.  I wondered why they gathered here, what they had to talk about. Whatever it was, they were keeping it to themselves. 
 
    I reached the exact center of the islet where the stone coliseum waited.  I went through the gap, past the seating, and crossed the round gravel field.  Large boulders of green tourmaline shone in the light of day from the great rift in the cavern roof.   The space in the middle, where the Heart Stone fragments had been, was empty.  Here was the last place I’d seen the three shades together.  Here was where I hoped to find them again, in this sacred site.  The fact that I had the Heart Stone with me, almost all of the pieces restored, ought to bring them out.  
 
    I stood there and charged my sword with golden energy.  Driving it point-first into the ground, I increased the magic flow so the sword was lost in the golden light.  This was my version of a bat-signal.  I waited as the light faded out. 
 
    Beyond my sword, three-dimensional shadows of hunter green sprouted from the gravel.  The central figure had creamy jade eyes.  This was the enigmatic one, the poetess, the embodiment of mystery.  Her sister, the healing crone, had snake hair.  I wouldn’t have trusted her to put a Band-Aid on me.  Half of her vipers slept.  She stared with mad eyes of cadmium yellow. Withered, frail, she looked as starved as ever, leaning on her gnarled staff.  The third sister grinned in a friendly fashion.  She gripped her smith’s hammer and studied me with pearlescent, powder-red eyes with yellow flames for irises.   
 
    This meeting felt surreal, but wasn’t déjà vu since I actually had seen this before. 
 
    The Poetess said: “You called?” 
 
    “I did.  I need your help.” 
 
    The snakes hissed. The crone said, “And you were so sure you could gather all the ties.” 
 
    I nodded.  “I have all but two.  One is pledged, I just have to go to the Phoenix Court for it.  The one in the Wildlands is the problem.  I need you for that.” 
 
    “What do you require of us?” the Smith asked. 
 
    “The tie in the Wildlands, it’s not claimed, otherwise the lands there would be patterned, not wild, right?” 
 
    The smith inclined her head.  “It is so, but you still need the tie to complete the Heart Stone.” 
 
    “The hollow in the stone suggests that more than two ties are missing.  And I’ve added in the fragments from the Storm Court already.” 
 
     “Haven’t you figured it out, yet?” the crone asked.  “The crown you wear was our personal tie before I gave it to my dear Reggie.”  She laughed, a mad cackle that sent her coughing with her next breath.  “The crown goes into the Heart Stone last, bonding it to whoever places that last piece within.” 
 
    “I had suspected as much.  “That explains why it’s bonded so well to the other ties.  And why Reggie wants it back so badly.” 
 
    The old crone scowled.  “Where is my dear Reggie.  He hasn’t come to visit me for the longest time.” 
 
    That was a question that didn’t need answering.  I looked to the poetess.  “The Wild Hunt has my son and mother-in-law, demanding the Heart Stone, or they will kill the hostages.  I’m almost finished with what you set me to do, but at this point, you need to get your hands dirty, too.” 
 
    The smith canted her head, staring at me.  “What do you have in mind?  We will not kill our own children.  The wild ones are the purest of fey, those in whom our magic burns brightest.” 
 
    “If they harm my son, my dragon-soul will demand their lives.  Have you ever seen a dragon’s vengeance?  And then there’s Selene, the Red Lady.  She can do nothing with Colt a hostage, but if he is killed, Fairy will be ashes.  All of it.  Her grief and rage will see to it.  She hasn’t been truly sane in a very long time.  Colt in enemy hands isn’t helping.”  I sighed. “I think I understand them.  They want all of Fairy unpatterned, like the Wildlands.   They think that natural state the best for all.” 
 
    “They might be right,” the smith said.  “Fire and earth and skill raised Civilization above the wild as I played favorites.  I don’t know that this was best.  It may in fact have been the beginning of the Great Decline.” 
 
     “Again, explain the fuss. What do you want of us?” the poetess rhymed. 
 
    “Take me to the tie in the Phoenix Court, then to the one in the wilds.  The Hunt honors you still, right?  They will listen to you?  Keep the Wild Hunt off of me long enough for me to join the crystals.  Then I will bargain for my family.” 
 
    The crone narrowed her eyes at me.  “You would walk away from the crown of all Fairy for the sake of your family?” 
 
    I met her stare and lied my ass off.  “Without a moment’s regret or hesitation.” 
 
    They huddled and whispered, at last turning back to me.  “We will do as you say.” 
 
    They encircled me and joined hands.  Their eyes closed and their heads tilted back as if they shared an inner vision.  The gravel glowed.  The harsh green light washed through us all.  A beam shafted up over the islet.  The green replaced the world.  I felt a lurch.  The light died.   
 
    And we stood in a dim room.  There were curtains drawn across windows.  A few small lamps burned.  The bedroom had the smell of sickness, of coming death.  There was no one to object to our intrusion.  A chair off to the side had some abandoned knitting.  I think a nurse was off on a potty break.   
 
    The room’s owner lay in bed.  His eyes were closed.  He wore a nightshirt with gilt cuffs and lace around his throat.  Wizened, shriveled, overpowered by the king-sized bed, the frail fey struggled to breathe.  On the bed beside him was the tie of the Phoenix Court, its energies fanning the weak fire of his life.  At this man’s death, his son had pledged to give me his tie and oath of loyalty.   
 
    I didn’t have time to waste.  I grabbed a spare pillow and pressed it over his face, holding it there until his weak struggles ended.  I pulled the pillow away and put it under his head. 
 
    “Your brave sacrifice is appreciated, and will long be remembered, old man.” 
 
    A mission bell rang high in the sky, peeling across Fairy. 
 
    “I’ve always like bells,” the Smith said. 
 
    The three shades watch me pick up the tie. 
 
    I looked at the poetess.  “Let’s go.” 
 
    The green light came again, and passed, and we were in the Wildlands, in a natural garden with thousands of orchids.  Jungle surrounded a waterfall.  There was a blue-crystal lagoon edged with white sand. Jewel-winged parrots and white cockatoos preened in the trees.  A winged fox with stag horns sat on a white boulder.  Seeing us, he fled. 
 
    “The other beasts will come soon,” the crone said. 
 
    The smith pointed through the waterfall to a shadow in it middle. “The last tie—except for the crown you wear—is there, in a cave.” 
 
    A little cliché, but fine. 
 
    I took a moment to draw off the backpack and add the Phoenix Court tie to the Heart Stone.  It merged with a wash of emerald light.  The stone tried to pattern on me, but I refused to overwrite the patterns already there.  I’d taken oaths and owed it to my lords and ladies to let them rule under me, over the kingdoms they already knew. 
 
    I carefully fitted the pack behind me.  It settled comfortably between my folded wings.  Unfurling those wings, I leaped, flapped, and plunged toward the waterfall and the mystery behind it.  Splashing through the falls, I landed inside a twelve-foot pocket of rock.  In the center stood a stone altar.  A skull with three horns, one pushing up off the nose, rested there.  The skull had a bony frill at the back, some kind of ancient lizard, but definitely not a dragon.  The eye sockets were empty.  In the wedged-open mouth, I saw the glint of crystal. 
 
    This easy? 
 
    It seemed unlikely.  I activated a shadow spell, flushing it with raw golden magic.  Dragon Sight kicked in.  The altar remained unchanged.  The skull became that of a bull.  The crystal tie became a lump of melted glass.   
 
    Useless trash.   
 
    At the same time, the back of the stone pocket turned dimly translucent like smoky quartz.  I was seeing through an ancient, powerful glamour pretending to be a wall.  I folded my wings and walked around the altar.  Without stopping, I stepped through the wall.  This broke the illusion.  A slanted tunnel led me down into a cavern.  Here was a full skeleton with a lizard head.  It had wings and a finned tail that ended in a spiked ball.  Its mouth gaped, holding the real tie.  My Dragon Sight confirmed this with an emerald tag.  I looked for magical traps.  There were none.  I stepped up on the bone-knee and reached for the crystal. 
 
    A scrape of a boot sole warned me.  I leaped up, grabbed the tie, and kicked off the skull, beating my wings a furious moment for extra height as I looked down.  A halberd sliced just under me, missing.  The head of the pole had a spike on top, an axe blade on one side, and a hammer on the other.   
 
    I recognized the fool swinging it.  “Reggie, what the hell!  Haven’t I killed you enough?”   
 
    I landed on top of a high, round-topped column. 
 
    “Give me back my crown, you soddening cut-purse.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s the word you want to go with?  Surely you aren’t suggesting I’ve pissed myself.” 
 
    “Come down here and die like you need to.  I’m the only one allowed to be the Overlord of Fairy.  No one has suffered more for it than I.” 
 
    “How’d you get here.  Last time I checked, you were chained in a dungeon, about to get your balls whacked off.  Do you still have them?” 
 
    “Yes, curse your eyes.  Now give me my crown.” 
 
    I scanned the cavern to see if there were any other surprises lurking about, and I saw her, back against a wall, in heavy shadow.  It was the crone, the healer with a head of snakes.   
 
    I chided her.  “Oh, you brought him.  That’s not doing Reggie any favors.” 
 
    The snakes hissed in reply.  She said, “My dear Reggie deserves to rule.  Most of Fairy has forsaken the ancient altars.  Not so, my dear boy.”  The healer staggered out into the open.  She pointed at me.  “Kill the outworlder, Reggie.  Take the crown that only fey may wear.” 
 
    Reggie yelled and charged my pillar. 
 
    I drew a PX4 Storm semi-automatic from my armory on Earth and shot the Pretender through the head.  He dropped dead.  The halberd clattered to the stone floor.  “There’s only room in this world for one pretender to the throne and that’s me.”  I dropped to the cavern floor beside Reggie. 
 
    The hag screeched in fury, but she’d made the mistake of fully manifesting.  I picked up the halberd and rammed the spike into her stomach.  She curled up, clutching her guts, keening piteously.  I put a round in her head as well.  Being a manifestation of the land, her incarnation died and turned into leaves, loam, and assorted branches.  Fey goddesses don’t die easy.  I had a feeling that the magic of the Land would eventually reconstitute her in a new body, hopefully in a better mood.  Maybe even sane.   
 
    Using the halberd, I took off Reggie’s head.  Since he wasn’t coming back from the dead anymore, he wouldn’t be needing it.  I put it in my backpack.  After all, Kellyn might want it. I took a moment to fuse the Wildlands tie to the others.  Looking at the resulting Heart Stone, I had a heat-shaped crystal mass, now entirely green.  Inside the crystal, I saw a vacuum, a crown shaped hollow.  I could add the crown now, bond to the land, and become a god here.   
 
    All it would cost me was my son.  If it had just been Kellyn, I’d have written her off, but I couldn’t do that with Colt.   
 
    The beasts of the Wild Hunt would be gathered outside with the other two shades.  The prisoners would be there, too, to control me. 
 
    Time to get sneaky. 
 
    I poured a little of my lifeforce into the backpack so I could handle it with my armory spell.  I sent the pack off into the ether.  It vanished from my hands.  If I were in my Malibu armory, I’d have seen it reappear on a table in my secret vault.  This way, if I didn’t get Colt, they’d lose the Heart forever.  There was residual magic stored up in the land, but if I didn’t bring the Heart Stone back in a few days, that magic would wane, and the whole world would start a rapid decay.  People should really know better than to mess with a demon lord.  There are few things we stop at when facing long odds.  Or when we’re pissed. 
 
    I summoned another Storm Px4.  With one in each hand, my Demon Wings tattoo active, and my red protective sphere ready to manifest, I retraced my steps toward the surface.  I climbed into the stone pocket with the fake tie, and strolled to the curtain of water.  I peered out.  It’s hard to see through rippling water, but I made out a whole zoo of exotic animals, many of whom had never even been heard of on Earth.  It was a good thing my stealth spell concealed sight, sounds, and smells, or there was no way I’d pull this off.   
 
    I walked beside the curtain to a side gap between water and cliff face.  I stepped out, fanned wings, and descended in a smooth glide.  I landed on grass, near a baby palm, and eased around it, my eyes scanning for Colt.  Perhaps the shades could sense me, but I doubted the Wild Hunt could.  I hoped not anyway.   
 
    I had doubts because some of these beasts were millennia old and long steeped in fey magic, making them most uncanny.  That meant there were no guarantees.  Still, when you have just one hand to play, you go for it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    “Some people need their ass on  
 
    fire to know they’re in hell.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Cloaked in my Demon Wings spell, wings of magic kept everyone’s attention brushed away from me.  I passed water-horses, stag-foxes, hydra-swan, winged leopards, griffin, manticore, chimera, and starbirds. The lesser beasts weren’t invited so I didn’t have to worry about tripping over smaller things.  Uneasy, a unicorn swung her head as I passed, but her potent magic didn’t break my defense.   
 
    I ghosted past palm, mahogany, and a strangler fig tree.  There were brazil nut trees with purple pods ready for harvest, and cinnamon trees scenting the air.   
 
    I worked my way to the core of power where the other two shades held court.  Beasts there had human characteristics: a woman with a lower body borrowed from a giant spider, a lady with a giraffe neck and four legs.  There was a centaur, a minotaur, and a maiden with an owl head, ripe, perfect breasts, but wings instead of arms.  Feathers preserved her modesty from the waist down—damn it. 
 
    Not that this was the time to play.  Focus! 
 
      The fey immediately before the poetess and the smith looked entirely human, except in the eyes.  The hunger there, the savagery, was feral, primal.  They may have worn silver armor and forged weapons, but they were beast too, on the inside.  It was the only way they could lead such a host. 
 
      The poetess crossed her arms, flashes of rage in her eyes as she confronted a massive man with a bastard sword on his back.  He smiled coldly, holding that bend of lips like it was chiseled on.  His golden hair was a wild tangle on top, shaved closely on the sides.  He had the pointed ears of all fey, and blue-green eyes, the color stolen from a Douglas fir.   
 
    “Where is the child?” the shade demanded.  “We do not make war on cubs.” 
 
    The man said, “I kill whatever needs killing.” 
 
    The smith gasped.  “You killed him!” 
 
    “Not yet.  He is with his grandmother, under guard.” 
 
    Where?  Tell me where. 
 
    The man’s reference confused me.  Kellyn was an honorary grandmother.  Colt wasn’t related to any fey. He wasn’t Izumi’s child.  Whatever these people had heard, they’d gotten it wrong.” 
 
    The poetess hissed in displeasure. I thought for a second snake-head had reconstituted herself, but no.  “You are a fool  not to know the trespass laid, the offense you have made.  Captain of the Hunt, would you bring death to us all?  Just so you can fall?” 
 
    The animals stirred, understanding the words all to well.  Fanning flame wings of yellow-orange and red, firebirds scorched the boulders the perched on before settling down again.  Some of the beasts—the unicorns and hippogriffs especially—looked like they wanted to run from the conversation, but they were held fast by the events they’d set in motion.   
 
    “You exaggerate,” the Captain said. 
 
    “No,” the smith said, “we do not.  The child is held in your glamour, but if it occurs to him to leave his pleasant dream, he will shred your power and awaken.  If he awakens, he will be safe from your power.  If he is safe, his mother will not hesitate to strike with twice the fury that she once used to break the Wild Hunt.” 
 
    The smile finally left the Captain’s thick lips.  He looked better without the smirk, but a face full of lightning would have improved him more.  “You are making no sense.  The daughter of the Winter Queen has no such power, and has never challenged the hunt.  And as long as we have her mother, too—” 
 
     “You do not,” the poetess said.  “The child you hold is not of fey blood.  That is what we have been trying to get you to understand.  He is not human either, this son of the Dragon Lord.” 
 
    A woman beside the Captain wore a chainmail tunic that dropped down to leather leggings.  A wide leather belt had a whip attached and a number of throwing daggers.  Her hair was a rusty brown cascade down her back.  She interrupted.  “The child is either Deathwalker’s or not.” 
 
    “Oh, he is, dragon-born from both parents.  His mother is Selene, the Red Lady, Goddess of the Red Moon.” 
 
    The Captain looked up into the sky as if afraid a crimson orb was falling to earth to crush him.  “That cannot be.” 
 
    The poetess sighed.  “You have lifted your hand against a child demi-god with a bloody goddess for a mother, a warlock-dragon for a father, whose grandfather is the Emperor Kur, Lord of the Dragon World and commander of the dragon armies.  The child’s Godfather is Lauphram, who destroyed Atlantis and commands the respect of all demon kind.  His god-mother is Gloria, the vampire princess.  Are you beginning to understand?”  
 
    The Captain gritted his teeth.  The muscles of his jaw knotted.  “But as long as we have the child we can bargain, both for what we want, and for forgiveness.  I think you should tell us the exact location of the last tie so we can be sure it isn’t taken.  I know it’s in this valley.” 
 
    I felt like sighing myself.  
 
    Blondie here is too stupid to live.  Even if I gave him the Heart Stone and promised no retaliation, I’m a demon lord.  Don’t people get that?  Demons lie.  Demon lords more so.  No matter what I promise, the Hunt will be broken.  They will beg for death.  They will long for it.  Their marble-eyed heads will be mounted on my den wall before this rage ever cools.   
 
    A blinding revelation, it occurred to me that I had affection for my women, my weapons, my treasure and cars—but Colt was the first possession I’d ever truly loved. 
 
    Just say something that lets me know where he is. 
 
    As if reading my mind, the smith lifted her hammer and thrust its head just under the Captain’s nose.  “We will not ask you again—where is the boy?” 
 
    A female voice screamed from the pocket behind the waterfall.  “Captain!” 
 
    He looked.  I looked as well.  The water veiled a large shadow with many legs.  The shadow scuttled to the gap in the fall I’d earlier used.  A spider woman appeared and scrambled down the rock, dragging a headless corpse with her.  There was blood on her face, as if she’d been drinking from the body.  Reaching the ground, she shouted.  “It’s Deathwalker!” 
 
    I tensed, bringing up my semi-automatics, primed to fire. 
 
    “I found his body inside a secret cavern.” 
 
    Not so secret anymore. 
 
    “He must have run afoul of a defensive spell.  His head was bitten clean off by a creature of bones.” 
 
    Or not. 
 
    Spider lady approached, dragging Reggie’s corpse along behind her.  Dramatically, she pulled him up and cast him down at the Captain’s feet. 
 
    The Captain hungrily stared into the eyes of the spider lady.  “And the Heart Stone?  Is it there with our tie?” 
 
    “I didn’t really look around, but I suppose…” 
 
    The Captain flushed with rage.  “Don’t suppose.  Go make certain!” 
 
    The poetess leaned into her sister to whisper.  My dragon hearing clearly caught her words.  “That’s not—” 
 
    The smith cut her off.  “I know who it is.  Doom must be closer than any of us know.” 
 
    Absolutely. 
 
    The walkie-talkie clipped to my bag of grenades crackled.  Izumi’s voice emerged.  “Caine?  Can you hear me?” 
 
    It was a damn good thing that my magical cloak extended to the device I wore.  No one around me reacted to the magically shielded voice, just as they wouldn’t have reacted if I’d broken out in a bawdy ballad.  I picked up the radio and spoke.  “Caine here, go ahead.” 
 
    “Ghost spies have the approaches nailed down, providing intelligence so we can close in.  Grace and Tukka will be with you once you come out of stealth mode.  Demon clan and Phantom Court soldiers are in striking range.  The Thorn Queen and her elite guard are closing in on you under cover of thorns.  We’ll hold back until you tell us you have the prisoners, over.” 
 
    “Got it.  What about Selene, over?” 
 
    “No clue, over.” 
 
    “Okay, wait on my command.” 
 
    Damn.  Selene’s gone rogue.  On the bright side, Grace and Tukka are here.  They can’t see me, just like I can’t see them, but back up’s close.   
 
    The spider lady vanished back behind the waterfall.   
 
    Feels like time’s running out. 
 
    And then I saw it, a grindylow climbing from the lagoon, onto a vine-wrapped rock.  The amphibians had bad reputations because they liked to playfully pull unsuspecting children into water, drowning them, eating them.  Its goblin-like upper body shivered, grayer that green, a temperature reaction.  From the waist down, he had emerald squid tentacles, coiling, grasping the rock as an anchor. The creature’s bulbous head swayed as it watched the rest of the Wild Hunt.  The thing looked unhappy.  It called out, “Can I kill them yet?  I’m hungry, and the woman is making the water cold.” 
 
    Bingo! 
 
    I ran past the grindylow, to the edge of the water, and stared.  The drop-off was sudden.  Out from the bank, on the bottom, I saw a pale dome of ice that trapped air under the water.  The ice had to be Kellyn’s work.  She and Colt had to be in there with guards to threaten Colt’s life, or Kellyn could not have been so easily controlled. 
 
    Outside the dome, I counted three pooka.  The blue water horses kept watch.  Only the grindylow had left his post. 
 
    I picked up my radio and thumbed the transmit button.  “Izumi, Kellyn and Colt are in the water, on the bottom under an ice dome, under heavy guard.  Send in a team of my demons, those with water magic.  Have them swim in using the water for cover.” 
 
    “I’m on it.  When you see them arrive, provide a distraction so no one is watching the rescue.” 
 
    “Happy to.”  I stood there, counting seconds, watching the water, my senses on high alert, pulling in details from all around.   A sweep of excitement agitated the Hunt.  The beasts craned heir necks looking up.  I stared up.  There, a massive ghost, the Red Moon hung like an ill omen in the sky, a promise of death.   
 
    I now knew where Selene was, and what she was up to.  She’d brought her powerbase, her world, into the fey dimension.  If Colt died, there would be a literal collision of worlds.  The Red Moon would die, taking all of Fairy with it.  Unless Selene did the work directly. 
 
    This reminded me of a great, old truth: Things are never so bad, they can’t get worse.  Ridiculously worse. 
 
    As if to illustrate this point, the mouth of the cave behind the waterfall blew out.  A thunder burst gusted the falling water out from the rock face which exploded, spraying boulders away as well.  The pocket of rock became much bigger.  A hail of massive stones peppered the gathered animals.  The creatures hit directly were pulped.  Some were only clipped, wounded, bitch-smacked to earth by grazes as the boulders hit, bounced, and rolled like the dice of gods.   
 
    So much for me providing a distraction.  If I had to guess what had happened, I’d say that the movements of spider lady had drawn the interest of Grace and Tukka.   I’d been on the receiving end of his sonic bellow before.  It never grows old.  I imagined that amid the spraying rock and water, there had pieces of spider lady as well. 
 
    Now, if only Selene would hold off dropping her moon on us…  I was depending on her future self knowing we’d save Colt, that she just needed to be patient. 
 
    I returned my stare to the water, and the ice dome underneath.  Shadows in the water, my water-demons were here.  The pooka were dead on their hooves, their blood a dark mist in the currents.  There were several small explosions. C-4 detonations that fractured the ice dome, giving access.  Churning bubbles broke the surface. 
 
    I spoke into my radio.  “All troops, come in with killing force.  No mercy.  Targets are safe.” 
 
    I hope. 
 
    I added that last to put Izumi’s heart at ease.    
 
    I suddenly found myself beside the rock on which the child-killing grindylow perched.  My left hand sent its handgun back to my armory so it could seize the thin neck of the amphibian.  I squeezed.  Hard.  His eyes bulged.  Inside my stealth spell, he was as invisible as I was.  Mute, he choked, eyes seeing me, seeing his own death.  His tentacles left the rock and plastered themselves to me, counter-squeezing, trying to crush my ribs.  His arms were shorter than mine, but he flailed anyway, targeting my left arm, battering the elbow joint, trying to force his freedom. 
 
    But pain is pleasant in the midst of vengeance.  I didn’t mind his blows.  I smiled my scariest smile and continued to crush his throat with the inhuman strength of my DNA. 
 
    His blows weakened. Thy stopped.  He shuddered in my grip and died.  Still, I squeezed to be sure.  After a minute, I lifted my hand high overhead and brought it down swiftly.  I drove the creature’s bulbous head into the boulder, whipping it repeatedly until the skull fractured, pulverized, and the flesh shredded.  I flung the corpse away at the feet of a stag-fox. 
 
    It leaped backward, staring in horror as my gift materialized. 
 
    I let go of my stealth spell, wanting them all to see my smile, the coldness in my gaze and heart.  I wanted their fear. 
 
    My appearance triggered a wave of stillness among the Hunt, and the appearance of Tukka beside the green shades.  Grace popped in next to me, a sword of darkness in her hand.  Her antennae bobbed.  Her little wings whup-whupped.   And her twin fox tails flicked, drawing the attention of the stag-fox I’d startled.  If I’d scared the fox, Grace put terror into him.   
 
    He crouched, belly scraping the ground, eyes wide, wild.  Three words fell from his fey lips: “The shadow fox!” 
 
    I growled at Grace.  “You’re stealing my thunder.” 
 
    She smiled at me.  “Sorry.” 
 
    It didn’t sound like it to me. 
 
    “Where’s Colt?” she asked. 
 
    “They’ve been keeping him on ice, on the bottom of the pool.” 
 
    Her stare went to the grindylow I’d killed.  A growl ripped out of her throat.  No, that was three separate growls.  The sound pierced, grabbing attention.  And then she launched herself into the menagerie, shadow sword slicing, biting.  Her growl became a scream of a soul in pain.  Tears brimmed her eyes. 
 
    It occurred to me that I hadn’t really told her Colt was still alive.   
 
    My bad. 
 
    The stag-fox was no fool; he hauled tail to get clear of the battlefield, running all out, a reddish blur low to the ground.  I wished him well.  Someone needed to survive among the Hunt to spread the story of what was going to happen here. 
 
    I strolled forward, my gun extended, squeezing off shots, while my left arm burned with summoned dragon fire. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    “The killing field in my heart  
 
     always keeps me warm.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Rockets sped in, exploding the animals on the perimeter, the booms a punctuation of death.  Parrots and cockatoos flapped for the sky, screeching. Gunfire stitched the beasts on the ground with armor-piercing rounds.  
 
    Winds howled in. The earth trembled.  Dragon heads made of water lifted from the pool, baring toothy maws.  Low cloud cover rolled toward us, blue-white lightning jagging in the air.  My guys were hitting hard with elemental magic.  Soon, the fey armies loyal to me would be pouring in as well. 
 
    A fall of thorny tendrils floated over the falls.  A wall of tangle wood and thorns covered the falls and the cliff face.  Still unseen, the Thorn Queen had arrived.  Soon those growths would be seeking living things to squeeze and pierce. 
 
    The dark green shades sank into the ground, withdrawing.  The ladies of the Land probably weren’t in any danger if they stayed immaterial, but this wasn’t something they’d want to see. 
 
    Tukka roared. 
 
    The Captain and the lead warriors with him were lifted and slammed away.  Not in the direct line of attack, others were deafened and crowded aside.  Losing the Captain irritated me; I’d been cutting my way through the Hunt, heading for him.  Now, he’d been blown well out of reach.  I had to console myself that he wasn’t going to enjoy landing in the thorns. 
 
    My focus narrowed to delivering death to those in range.  I emptied my handgun, then let it go, vanishing back to my armory on Earth.  Joining hands, I transferring dragon fire to my right arm.  Both hands and arms now ablaze, I blasted hell ahead of me as I advanced.  All living things fear fire.  This was a direct attack, as well as psychological warfare; two for the price of one.   
 
    Such a deal.   
 
    Incandescent, burning like ignited magnesium, the firebirds swooped at me.  They must have thought they were immune to my dragon fire.  I never got to test that out.  The dragon heads of water, on their long necks, shot from the lagoon and intercepted the threat; my people were looking out for me.  The dragon jaws clomped shut on the firebirds, drenching them in water, cutting off their air.  They continued to burn, fireballs bubbling the water, but after a few moments, they died, and dimmed their magic failing. 
 
    A dark red shape plunged at me, dodging another water-made dragon head.  I caught an impression of a bat winged lion with a scorpion tail.  The human head had calm blue eyes at odds with a hateful snarl.  The manticore was easily five times my size.  But I had wings of my own.  I snapped them out and leaped with full strength to plunge over its head. 
 
    Tukka lunged in from the side.  He T-boned the manticore, head-butting the monster’s side.  I heard the crunch of breaking rib, then not much else as Tukka bellowed again.  His sonic scream deafened me, plunging the world into surreal silence while fire raged, guns fired, and swordsmen appeared lead by Orin.   
 
    I flew over his head.  He seemed to be laughing, hard to know for sure, as his blade found the heart of a minotaur, taking the man-bull down. 
 
    Running across the top of the water, kicking up spray, the unicorns tried to escape.  They’d have made it if they hadn’t headed straight for an ice floe in the middle of the lagoon—where Kellyn stood wrapped in a blizzard.  Apparently, it wasn’t enough that she was free.  She wanted vengeance for those that had thrust the indignity of capture upon her.  Spikes of ice, like javelins, formed in the snow flurries and buried themselves in the unicorns’ torsos.  Bloody, they stumbled, fell, and slid on the floe to Kellyn’s feet.  They struggled weakly, briefly, beautiful creatures no longer so beautiful.  And died. 
 
    My flight took me higher.  I used the opportunity for an overview of the battle.  Grace had morphed into a fox-shaped shadow the size of an elephant.  Other creatures tried to come to grips with her, but her shadow couldn’t be held.  Though when she whirled upon an animal, biting and clawing, they had no problem bleeding.  She’d learned to blend kitsune and shadow man power, and had grown much fiercer than I remembered from years ago.  I wouldn’t have thought her meeting Colt just once would have inspired this passion.   
 
    People can be so sentimental over other people’s children. 
 
    “Dad!” 
 
    Ah, my hearing was back.  I looked up.  Dropping from the sky, Colt reached me, his body wet, hair plastered down.   
 
    So small.  Vulnerable…   
 
    I caught him in my arms, a move that surprised us both. 
 
    “Dad, can’t breathe.” 
 
    I let him go.     
 
    “Don’t go getting captured again,” I said.  “Your mother worries.” 
 
    The world went red as bolts of lightning fell into the battle.  Booms followed.   
 
    I smiled.  “See?” 
 
    Miles away, coming on fast, she had to know Colt was out of his enchanted sleep, that she was free to act. 
 
    We could all die. 
 
    I looked up at the storm, through a gap where the Red Moon hung.  It’s scarred, cratered face suggested Selene’s face.  And there she was, a falling star framed by her own moon.  More lightning flashed from her, jags of crimson that swelled as they approached, hitting the jungle indiscriminately.  But this wasn’t common lightning; it didn’t cut off. The constant stream of power had an incorporeal quality.  It didn’t so much hit the ground as soak in and spread like magic, the way my own shadow power could. The ground, the grass, the rocks, the combatants: everything went monochromatic red, becoming immobile—a still-life waiting to be destroyed.  Only then did the crimson jags snap off, without even a thunderclap to follow. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Colt asked. 
 
    “Your mother.” 
 
    I thought she’d gone out of control, but she might still be capable of surgical precision.  I hoped.  I didn’t want to think that both sides in the battle were going to be targeted.  I wanted to think that she’d suspended motion so that only the bad guys could be taken out.  
 
    Weapons raised or thrust into enemy bodies, my demons and Orin’s soldiers were mixed into the frozen tableau. Bodies littered the ground and more of them were frozen in the process off falling.  Gravity wasn’t exactly suspended, but the effect seemed countered by the cohesion of the energy Selene had unleashed. 
 
    Flowing darkness caught my eyes.  The shadow-fox was still free.  She weaved around the paralyzed forms, inspecting everything.  Maybe looking for Tukka.   
 
    She’s uncommonly attached to that hound. 
 
    Her fox-head lifted.  Her gaze hit us.  Then she froze. 
 
    I pointed at her.  “Go tell Grace you’re fine.  She’s been busy avenging you.  Apparently, she cares.” 
 
    “That’s Grace?”  Colt stared, fascinated.  “That’s so cool.” 
 
    He left me, dropping in a diagonal slide toward her.  As he landed at her front paws, her head lowered.  She loomed over him—and then the shadow peeled away and Grace dropped to the crimson ground.  Bending forward, she hugged him, crushing his face into ample cleavage. 
 
    Poor guy.  That looks like hell, but in years to come, it will probably become a cherished memory. 
 
    I looked up again.  Selene was much closer. 
 
    Man, she’s traveling!  She’d better slow down soon, or there’s going to be a meteor strike, and maybe a nuclear winter.  We’ll lose more than dinosaurs this time. 
 
    Did I want to take a chance she was still rational, and risk everything?   
 
    Not really. 
 
    Did I want to intercept her and get my ass handed to me? 
 
    Again, not really. 
 
     Still, I had a sinking feeling that was going to happen.   
 
    I beat my wings furiously, climbing toward her, going for height.  My barrier spell shadow-pattern was already formed on my body and warmed with golden magic.  I fed it even more power, triggering its activation.  I’d never tested my defensive spell against Selene.  I had no guarantee the shell would hold up for long.  Or at all. 
 
    Guess I’ll know soon. 
 
    Positioned directly in her path, beating wings in a red bubble, I waited. My dragon sight zoomed in on her, reading her clenched teeth, seeing eyes lost in a haze of crimson energy.  Every muscle looked rigid, locked into hardness as she fell face-first toward me.  I wasn’t sure she really saw me, or cared I was there. 
 
    I braced for impact. 
 
    At the last moment, she angled enough to just clip my sphere.  It cracked as I was batted sideways, out of her path.  I felt jarred, shaken, sliding inside my ball like an enclosed prize from an arcade dispenser, one shaken in a child’s hand.  Looping the inside of my shell, I eventually stopped.   
 
    Beating my wings furiously, I recovered enough so I didn’t crash into the ground.  Pulling myself together, I stopped only a few feet from impact.   
 
    She’d taken it easy on me.  I think she could have shattered the shell entirely.  As I watched, the cracks in it fused shut, mending.  I let the shell go away and dropped those last few feet to the ground. 
 
    It seemed like time had stopped, and bled over everyone, except Grace, Colt, and me.  Since Selene always wore red, she always looked bloody.  I walked toward her.   
 
    Colt ran.  As he got close, he called out.  “Mom!” 
 
    The hard glare of light in her eyes paled.  For a moment, her eyes became visible.  Her face softened.  Her tones were gentle.  “I’ll be with you soon.”  She gestured and a cluster of iron gargoyles appeared, catching him.  They dragged him skyward, toward the Red Moon, toward home.   
 
    She doesn’t want him to see what’s coming, to see her darker side.  As if he hasn’t glimpsed it before.  Kids see and understand more than we know. 
 
    From the edge of sight, I saw Grace approaching as well.  She seemed incomplete without Tukka by her side. 
 
    Selene ignored Grace and me, lifting her hand to grasp at something unseen.  A line of dancing star-points dazzled into existence.  She gripped the middle of that line and it became a staff of cuprite, a red crystal formed from oxidized copper, mined on the Red Moon.   
 
    She turned with the staff, stopped, and gripped it with both hands while leveling it out.  She thrust the butt into the chest of the owl-woman.  Her torso shattered like so much red glass.  Chunks and shards dropped and littered the ground.   
 
    The staff dared here and there, leaving broken red crystal as she moved on.  She only appeared to be targeting the Hunt, so I let her get some of the rage out of her system. 
 
    Grace charged past me.  I supposed this slaughter was too relentless, too fish-in-a-barrel.   The dying had no chance to fight for life.   
 
    I warned Grace, “Don’t!” 
 
    She kept going. 
 
    The red staff suddenly reversed.  Its end caught Grace in the stomach, a blast of cold red light driving her back off her feet.  Tiny jags of red lightning grounded off of Grace.  Her scorched clothing smoked.  She fell onto a pile that had once been a horned froglet. 
 
    Selene turned, marched over, and lifted the staff to hit her again. 
 
    Stunned, Grace stared up from her sprawl.  It seemed like she was waiting for reason to latch onto Selene’s senses, for recognition to emerge. 
 
    Softly, I spoke to Selene.  “Colt likes her.  She fought for him.  She cried when she thought he’d been killed.” 
 
    The staff froze.  Selene paused, then swung away, looking for those that had threatened her young. 
 
    Selene is still awake in her goddess self.  She’s buried, but not gone. 
 
    I followed her around.  When she reached someone sworn to me, I simply said, “One of mine.”  She’d move on, leaving that warrior or demon intact.  She began to move slower, most of the rage drained from her face.  It wasn’t like there was much of the Wild Hunt left.  
 
    I decided to try and stop her.  “Selene, honey.  I think that’s enough.  You want a few to go so they can warn others never to mess with Colt again, right?” 
 
    She came to a stop, like some battery-powered toy out of juice.  She leaned on the staff, looking down on an oversized, red-crystal bunny with six legs.  She breathed a single word.  “Fine.”  The staff unmade itself, becoming a glimmer of lights, then nothing.   
 
    I came up behind her and carefully wrapped my arms around her.  She stiffened a moment, then relaxed, sagging back into me, letting herself become weak again. 
 
    “Let the valley go,” I said. 
 
    The landscape dazzled.  Redness beamed upward, dissipating, and everything became normal again.  Normal for hell.  Crystal bodies were now flesh and bone, broken, scattered, drenching the ground with fresh blood.  
 
    My people stirred from their suspension, staring around with horror.  They’d been in battle before, but this was worse.  Not done in the heat of battle, warrior against warrior, skill to skill.  Fish-in-a-barrel?  No.  Even in that scenario, the fish has a chance.   Not a good one, but still a chance.  In everyone’s eyes, I saw shadows of fear.  They knew the body pieces could easily have been theirs.  There’s a reason people like to pray to gods very far away.   
 
    I saw Imari, my First Sword.  She wore armor made of flames, her skin dark as obsidian, a flaming sword in her hand.  I unclipped my walkie-talkie and tossed it to her.  “Coordinate with Izumi.  Get everyone home.  We’re done here.  I’ll join you later.” 
 
    I whispered to Selene.  “Let’s go home.  Colt is probably worried.” 
 
    And pissed about being given a time out.  He’s missed everything. 
 
    Selene nodded woodenly.  A haze of red light enveloped us and the world went away.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    “Only the heartless are free.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    How long had I been here?  One day, two?  Was the Red Moon still in the sky of Fairy, hanging over the fey like a threatening fist?  I didn’t know. 
 
    The rooms opened into hallways that ran in unexpected angles, or sometimes opened onto other rooms.  Turrets and alcoves ambushed when least expected.  Libraries gave way to solariums, dining rooms to kitchens.  Sitting rooms opened to dens with massive chairs and fireplaces.  Whatever need I felt was soon tripped over, but all the doors to the outside kept moving farther.  It was as if the fortress didn’t want to let anyone go. 
 
    Display cases tantalized with exotic treasures from across the centuries, items from unknown hell-dimensions, and clutter from lost empires.  Jeweled daggers and solid gold masks called to the larceny in my soul, whispering seductively: Take me, I’m yours.   
 
    I passed a suit of red lacquered, bamboo armor with stag-horn helmet and a carved demon face, grimacing.  He wore a tanto, small sword, and great sword, just needing someone to give him an insult.  Around a wall, he had a crusader counterpart from the 1400s, a knight in chainmail, a bucket-like helmet with eye and nose slits, and a white surcoat with a knight templar’s red cross emblazoned front and back. 
 
    All the personal spaces were higher in the fortress.  As I thought of Colt and Selene, stairs offered themselves.  I moved up a red runner.  The railing was heavy, massive, the kind of surface an adventurous boy ought to love sliding down.  I hurried upward, determined to deal with Selene decisively.  She couldn’t keep us here, one big happy family, on our own private world.  Destiny wouldn’t allow such a retreat.  My obligations called to me as well.  Ordinary, normal, conventional: these words were never meant to apply to our genetic codes.  Selene knew it, but this was the first time Colt could have died. She adjusted badly by becoming our jailer. 
 
    I passed a landing with a miniature palm in a Chinese urn and quarter-turned to take another flight of stairs.  Flight gave way to flight, turn to turn, and I never reached the floor with the room Selene and I shared.   
 
    Colt had complained of being forcibly returned home.  He lurked on the battlements, hanging out with the iron gargoyles, or practicing swordplay with them in the courtyards.  He avoided his mother.  Her love misunderstood, Selene sulked in her room.   
 
    And she doesn’t want to have this argument. 
 
    I was tired of wandering around, getting drunk, getting laid, but not otherwise seeing Selene.  I’d tried talking to Colt, but he blamed me for breaking his Mom.  I took it in silence, not wanting to explain to him that she’d always been broken, one way or another, and becoming a goddess hadn’t fixed that. 
 
    It all needs to end, one way or another. 
 
    But still the damn stairs went on and on.  It was enough to make demon cry, and demons have no tears, drinking those of others for their wine. 
 
    Damn, I’m getting into a hell of a mood.  What is wrong with me?   
 
    Three flights of stairs later, I gave up.  Fine.  Maybe the kitchen has some fresh pizza.   
 
    Insanely, the next landing up opened onto the ground floor.  A hall took me to a dining room.  The dining room opened unto a modern kitchen.  I felt heat coming from a stone oven, and got there just in time to pull out a cheese-bubbling, pepperoni pizza with mushroom slices.  A pitcher of cold beer sat on a nearby counter.  I ate two slices and finished off the pitcher.   
 
    Oddly, it hit me strongly, like my usual vitality had taken a hit along with my mood. 
 
    I finally reached the conclusion that if no one wanted to see me, I didn’t want to see them either.  I concentrated on the Demon Wings tattoo on my upper shoulders and back.  The idea behind the design was that a normal person could sneak out of hell with such ink because seeing “demon wings” a demon would think you were one of them, not a straying human.  You’d be overlooked like a mouse creeping past a dozing cat.  That was why I used the tribal design as the basis for my You-Don’t-See-Me spell. 
 
    Wanting my own world to retreat into, I mentally channeled golden magic into the pattern. 
 
    This will teach ‘em. 
 
    The door from the dining room opened.  Colt hurried in.  “I smell pizza.” 
 
    Knowing he couldn’t hear me, I said, “Help yourself.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dad.”  He went to the counter where the pizza lay out, minus two slices, and helped himself, bringing the wedges over on a napkin.  Pulling out the chair next to me, he sat down to munch.   
 
    I swiveled to look at him.  “Wait, you’re talking to me again?”   
 
    “Yeah.  Staying mad is hard work.” 
 
    I blinked.  “Wait, you can hear me, see me?” 
 
    He slanted me a look that questioned my sanity.  “Sure.  Why not?” 
 
    “Because I just powered up my Demon Wings spell.  You shouldn’t be able to.” 
 
    My son smiled in egotistical triumph.  “I do a lot of things I shouldn’t be able to.” 
 
    I frowned, missing something. Uneasiness from my dark subconscious was finally piercing my conscious mind, telling me something had been wrong for a very long time that I should have noticed. 
 
    “Colt…” 
 
    He looked at me, a point of pizza at his mouth. 
 
    I stood, one hand on the counter, turning to look at him.  “Been too quiet.  Too silent, too long.” 
 
    “This place is always like that.” 
 
    He didn’t understand me.  I didn’t understand me.  The room swayed.  “Colt, get your mother.  I’m in trouble.”  Darkness closed in.  I felt myself falling, then nothing. 
 
    A child’s urgent voice echoed across an impossible distance.  “Dad!  Dad!” 
 
      
 
    I woke up in a dungeon.  Selene’s dungeon.  Wearing a white doctor’s coat over a tight red dress, she swung a magnifying glass over me, peering through it, her eye becoming giant-sized.  The outer rim of the lens had a circular tube, a bulb throwing off bright white light.  She looked into my eyes, then swung the light away. 
 
    I lay on a slab, or maybe an autopsy table.  A tray of surgical instruments sat on a nearby stand. There were chains and manacles on one wall, and various devices that might have been stolen from a top-of-the-line hospital, including an IV drip.  Yes, there was a needle in my arm.   
 
    I felt weak, drained, like an untreated diabetic at the edge of a coma.   
 
    Selene continued to lean over me.  Her eyes were red-lit, her face worried.  “I don’t know what’s wrong with you.” 
 
    “I get that a lot.” 
 
    A small shadow came out of a dark area of the room, Colt.  He looked worried.  He came up beside his mother and covered my left hand with both of his. There were tears on his face.  “I’m sorry I was mean to you.” 
 
    “I’m sure I deserved it.  I always do.” 
 
    “No,” he said.  “You didn’t.”  His face grew serious, focused.  “You were trying to tell me something.   I didn’t really listen.” 
 
    “Was I?” 
 
    “Right before you fell down,” Colt said. 
 
    I tried to remember.  It was impossibly hard.  Like I was hiding something from myself. 
 
    Myself.  Hiding.  Almost got it. 
 
    “Do you remember anything I said?” I asked. 
 
    His brow furrowed as he thought.  “’Too quiet, too long?’ maybe, something like that.” 
 
    I asked myself a simple question.  Hasn’t it been an awful long time since my inner dragon has said anything to me? 
 
    The silence that had bothered me, wasn’t an external silence, but one inside my mind.  My dick and balls had been quiet, too.  My voices were gone.  I’d gone sane. 
 
    Fuck!  No, that can’t be it.  
 
    Still, something having to do with my dragon side was off.  The Demon Wings spell I’d tried to activate earlier didn’t use shadow magic, just the golden lifeforce of my inner dragon.  The spell had failed.  That meant my dragon soul was failing. 
 
    Why.  How. 
 
    “Maybe an imbalance from linking to the Heart Stone.  It makes me part of Fairy.  Fairy is failing.  I’m failing.  I need to get the backpack from my Malibu armory, and add the crown to the stone…”  I tried to focus on the armory spell, to call the backpack to me out of the ether.  It didn’t work.  “Can’t get it.” 
 
    Selene pushed back from the table.  “I’ll go.  Colt, you stay here and keep your father comfortable.  I won’t be long.” 
 
    “My armory has automatic defenses,” I warned her.  Magical and electronic.  Gas, stun grenades, pressure sensitive floor plates…there’s infrared trip beams.” 
 
    Eyes still clouded by concern, she gave me a forced grin.  “Don’t forget whom you’re talking to.”  She patted my shoulder, then washed out in a burst of crimson light.  The light cleared and she was gone. 
 
    It grew a little awkward; me flat on my back like corpse at an autopsy, Cole standing there, being brave, his little hands on mine.  What does one talk about at times like these? 
 
    “So, uh, how did they manage to grab you while I was in the Phantom Court?  Some kind of powerful glamour, right?”  
 
    His face twisted in pain.  He blinked back tears.  “We had an ordinary family.  You were home all the time.  Mom wasn’t always killing things, splicing them back together.  It was quiet, peaceful.  And no one made me wear stupid outfits.  You and Mom went out on a movie date, and I was left here…with Grace.  She made me grilled cheese sandwiches and nachos, and let me pet her tails.”  His little hands were in the air, fingers rippling over an imaginary fox’s tail.  “They were soft.  She was so warm…” 
 
    Uh, oh, sounds like Julia has some competition for his little heart. 
 
     I sighed.  “It sounds like someone threw your hopes and desires back at you.  You were given what you wanted most, so you stayed in a glamour where you were happy.” 
 
    “Guess so.” 
 
    “So, what happened?”  I knew the rough details, but not from his perspective.   
 
    He shrugged, but thankful didn’t pin my hand down with his, letting his hands drop to the edge of my bed.  “I heard a storm over the fortress.  Lightning, wind, and thunder.  Then I felt cold water and heard someone scream.  Grace begged me not to go, but someone was in trouble…a woman…” 
 
    I put it together: the C-4 went off.  Water rushed into the cracked ice dome.  Startled, Queen Kellyn screamed in surprise.  And Colt broke free because he couldn’t not help a woman in trouble.  I had no idea where Colt came by such a trait, considering his parents.  He was a better kid than we had a right to. 
 
    Growing sleepy, I drifted off.  Darkness held me a while, and it seemed like rubbery tentacles were brushing over me, caressing, comforting.  Then I surfaced.  Drowsy, eyes closed, I felt like I was floating.  My hand felt warm, trapped, pressed down by a lot of strength.  Someone spoke to me.  A male voice, older than Colt’s. 
 
    I eased open my eyes. 
 
    It was Colt.  Older Colt.  He’d tagged-in to give his younger self a break.  Strong enough to crush a world, his right hand on mine, he stared away into the shadows of our past.  “It was the day I understood you.  You’d never stop fighting for us all.  You couldn’t, or all the worlds would sweep away our dreams.  And I saw the dead.  So many killed to save me.  So much blood.  Deep red, the color of love.  And there was Grace, crying for me, avenging me.  You had death in your eyes, cold, pitiless.  I understood: your love would never be warm or safe, but it would never go away.  It could not be defeated.” 
 
    He paused and I thought he was done.  I wondered if I needed to let him know I was awake.  The pain and awkwardness for us both would be severe. 
 
    He continued.  “In the later years that lay between us, somehow, I forgot about the Battle of the Wild Hunt and the near death of Fairy. The details blurred. Softened. New disappointments crowded in. They piled up and seemed so important. They weren’t, they aren’t, not when I really remember.  You have never once failed me—not when it was important.  It wasn’t right for me to blame you for letting Aunt Imari die.  I only saw her ugly death, not the courage and love in her sacrifice.” 
 
    My eyes burned.  I stared up at the ceiling.  In my future, in Colt’s past, Imari had given her life happily to save Colt.  And I had let her do it.  Of course, I would.  A thousand times over.  A father makes hard choices.  If I could change things to save them both, I would.   
 
    Can I?  A lot of the future is set.  If I try to change the future, I could lose both Colt and Imari.  Imari might need to die. 
 
    I had a headache.  Hammers pounded away.  I could swear I heard my skull softly cracking.  I closed my eyes and faded off.  I imagined a faint voice calling to me from out of my inner darkness: Caine…help me… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    “In the end, children are clay in 
 
    our hands.  Hahahahahahaha!” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I came awake as Selene pulled the IV needle from my arm.  She didn’t tape a cotton ball over the hole.  Not much point when my body closes minor wounds immediately.  Colt was gone, both versions of him.   Selene lifted my hand in hers.  She stared at me, eyes like red crystal pools.  “Caine, wrap your hand in dragon magic.  I want to feel the burn.” 
 
    I tried.  I think.  There was a haze of gold, a few snap-and-crackles of current.   
 
    “Underwhelming,” I said.  “I must really be tired.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s it.  I’ve got the Heart Stone.”  Selene reached off to the side and swung a green, heart-shaped crystal into view.  “There seems to be a crown-shaped hole inside.  Let’s finish this.” 
 
    She set the crystal on my stomach.  “You have to do this.  If I do, Fairy will bond to me.  That’s not how this is supposed to play out.  The Red Moon can’t stay in the sky of Fairy.  Dragon Fall is coming.  In the future hell, the Red Moon will be needed over the Dragon World.” 
 
    I stared at her.  “You’re not my Selene, are you?  You’re one of her future selves.” 
 
    “Yes, my love.  My younger self is working through a time of fear that weakens her.  Saving you requires strength, purpose, utter devotion—or you will be lost.  I’m not going to allow that.  You have one more child to give me.” 
 
    I continued to stare.  “Talk about pressure.” 
 
    Selene smiled with infinite tenderness.  “At the end of time, when the multi-verse is burning, worlds are dying, and the awfulness from beyond comes in force to devour us all, your warrior’s will shall save us all—though not without cost.  Show me that heart now.”  The glare of light in her eyes made that an order. 
 
    “You are the final Selene, the one who holds my hand as we plunge into the Final Battle for all realities.” 
 
    “From red dragon, to goddess.  From goddess, to…this.”  Her hands waved down her body.  “When you become a god, I must become even more.  Fate is a terribly cruel mother.” 
 
    I reached a hand past my face, groping for the green agate crown.  I touched it on my head.  My fingers curled and scraped, pulling.  It wouldn’t budge. 
 
    What the hell! 
 
    “It won’t fucking come off,” I said. 
 
    “What!” 
 
    My hand dropped to my side.  “See for yourself.”   
 
    She slid along the bed, up to my head, and felt the agate crown, applying firm pressure.   
 
    My headache intensified. “That…hurts, but rip the damn thing out if you have to.” 
 
    She growled low in her throat.  “This is not how I remember the timeline going.  We’re not supposed to be having this problem.” 
 
    Her eyes blazed, beaming red as she studied my head.  “The fey crown is alive.  It has grown roots into you, like a tooth.”  There was shock in her voice.  “This is the work of the Unzar.” 
 
    “The un-what?” 
 
    “In their language, it means flawless.  It is the enemy’s name for itself.” 
 
    “Wow, conceited much?” 
 
    “They do their best to live up to that name.  The existence of other life, life they did not create, implies gods that are not them.  They take that as a direct affront.  Worlds will die to appease their sense of dignity.” 
 
    “But we’ll stop them.” 
 
    “Unless they stop us first. They are just beginning to understand that they must fight us in time as well as space.  This looks like a beginning step in that direction.  They don’t want the Heart Stone restored.  That would give Fairy a future and us a mighty ally at the end of time.” 
 
    “But you can get the crown out of me—without killing me, right?” 
 
    She pulled back, releasing the crown.  “I’ll try, but most of the surgeries I’ve done haven’t required that my subjects actually survive.  This is different.” 
 
    “It’s not like we have a choice,” I pointed out. “Wait, surgery?  You’re going to cut into my skull?” 
 
    “If I can stimulate bone growth, you shouldn’t be left with any extra holes in your head.  Don’t worry.  I’m almost positive I can do this.” 
 
    My skull! 
 
    “There might be a little memory loss, some minor personality shift, but your reproductive capability shouldn’t be impaired.” 
 
    I glared at her.  “Way to look at the bright side.” 
 
     “I need to give you some drugs, sterilize the operating area, and break out the superglue.”  With an abstracted tone, she continued to mused to herself, reviewing the upcoming procedure.  “I think I have a good hammer and chisel around here some place.  What about sponges?”  
 
    “You’re asking me?  Damn!  Get the drugs going.  Make it the good stuff.” 
 
    She hurried off.   
 
    I lay on my back, my head aching, a fucking crown grown into my skull, wanting a drink rather badly.  “I am entirely too sober for all this.” 
 
    The Unzar huh?  Flawless?  I think not, or you’d already have leaped back in time to kill me directly.  Maybe you did.  Maybe the result was so bad, you changed your mind, and put the first timetrack back.  Or maybe your ability to cross time is not that good.  All I know is, I’m going to destroy you bastards!  My dignity is far more important than yours. 
 
    Wait.  Superglue? 
 
    A creature of planning, I also rely on blind chance and inspiration to assure victory. A fluid mind is necessary.  Suddenly seeing a path to instant gratification, I took it.  Selene had left the stone on top of me.  This was the key.  I just needed to give the crown a more attractive target than my head to merge with, and it should leave me on its own. 
 
    Of course, the drawback is that what I had in mind could just make things worse by getting the entire rock stuck to the top of my head. 
 
    I didn’t think I could do this alone, and I didn’t want to waste time arguing Selene into it.  She was fond of her own methods and they seldom included following my gut hunches.  If Colt were concerned for me, he wouldn’t be far.  And some part of his demi-god awareness should be on me.  I hoped. 
 
    “Colt, I need you.”  It surprised me how weak my voice sounded. 
 
    Ironic, all the threats I’d survived, only to have death a hair away from claiming me due to a stupid fey crown getting uppity.   
 
    “Dad?”  It was Colt.  He’d heard me.   
 
    “Come here.  I need you.” 
 
    Leaving the shadows, he shuffled closer, stopping at the edge of my bed.  “I need you to be strong.  I need you to do exactly what I tell you.” 
 
    There were tears in his eyes. “I’ll take care of Mom, I promise.  If you need to go into the light, it’s okay.” 
 
    Then why are you crying? 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere.  You’re going to save me.” 
 
    “I am?  What about Mom?”  
 
    “She working on Plan B.  You are Plan A.  Don’t worry, you can do this.” 
 
    “I can?” 
 
    “I know you’re small, but you have Villager and dragon DNA in you.  You have strength.  That’s what I need from you.  Your physical strength.” 
 
    He used the sleeve of his hoodie to wipe the tears from his eyes.  “Okay.  What do I do?” 
 
    “Help me get my hands up to the crown on my head.  Then I need you to move the Heart Stone up to my hands.  I need you to press my hands against the stone—but after that, don’t touch the stone, just touch me.  If this transfer works, the crown will leave me to complete the Stone.  Whoever is touching the Stone at that moment will become the Overlord of Fairy.  That needs to be me, not you.  Understand?” 
 
    “I understand, but…” 
 
    “You have to do this because there’s no one else.  I need you.  I trust you.” 
 
    “What happens if I do something wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t think things can get much worse,” I lied. 
 
    Things can always get worse.  Murphy’s Law.  The universe is a depraved, vindictive little bitch, but now is not the time to say so. 
 
    Colt stared at me.  “There’s something you’re not telling me.” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed.  “There is.  I know you.” 
 
    “Colt…” 
 
    Copper-red light washed out of him.  The energy swelled larger, becoming an adult silhouette.  The light-play faded and Older Colt stood there.  He stared down at me.  “You are a dick.  I am not going to carry the guilt of your bad decision-making into puberty.  The younger me has it hard enough just being your kid.” 
 
    I sighed.  “I know.  Nothing I can do about that.  Everybody’s got to be somebody’s kid.  I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t really need this.  If I didn’t have complete faith in you, I wouldn’t.  I depend on you to be better than me.” 
 
    Colt’s eyes narrowed.  “That’s just a manipulation.  You’re trying to bend me to your will.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, giving him a preview of what I’d look like dead.   
 
    Yes, I am a manipulating son of a bitch.  Why do people expect a demon lord to play fair?  It astounds me. 
 
     “Dad.  Dad!” 
 
    I opened my eyes.  It was surprisingly hard.  “You are better than me. It’s the only miracle I’ve ever seen.  Yes, that’s a manipulation.  It’s also true.  And it’s true that my truth is also a manipulation.  Please don’t let me die.” 
 
    I thought of the Thorn Queen.  There are still so many women waiting to sleep with me. 
 
    Colt growled from the depths of his soul.  “I swore I’d stop you from forcing these kinds of things on me.” 
 
    One more push. 
 
    “If I go, the multi-verse goes, along with everyone that you love.” 
 
    We both knew it to be true. 
 
    “Aaaaaagh!  Fine.”   
 
    He picked up the Heart Stone and moved around to the head of my bed.  It probably was an autopsy table, but I didn’t like to think of that—bad omen.  I lifted my hands toward my face, not quite getting them there.  Colt grabbed one wrist and pulled it to the stone which he made hover over my face.  He grabbed my other wrist and pulled it up to the Stone’s other side.   
 
    I held the Heart Stone.  
 
    He held me. 
 
    No further instructions were needed.  He pulled my wrists closer to him, dropping them lower so the Heart Stone touched the crown at last.  There was an emerald flash.  A mission bell echoed across the sky of the Red Moon, and probably Fairy below. 
 
    Multiple silent explosions of red energy filled the dungeon.  The light washes faded out and I had a dozen Selenes in the room: the one from this time, and others from later dimensions of time.  They looked at each other, surprised.  This event had to be new to their non-linear temporal perceptions. Reaching some silent agreement, all but one Selene vanished. 
 
    She came over, eyes locked on Colt.  “Is the crown out of his head?” 
 
    “I’d kind of like to know myself,” I said. 
 
    Taking the Heart Stone, Colt let my hands fall forward onto the bed.   He came around to where I could see the Stone.  The crown-shaped hole was filled in.  
 
    “And my brains,” I asked, “they’re not spilling out onto the floor, are they?” 
 
    Selene looked down at the floor.  “I’ll get a mop.”  I knew from the slight twitch of her lips she was suppressing smile. 
 
    “Very funny,” I said. 
 
    Colt settled the Heart Stone on my stomach again.  “You’re fine, and surprisingly, I’m not scarred for life. I guess, sometimes, you know what you’re doing.” 
 
    Damned by faint praise.  I sighed.   
 
    “What do we do with the Heart Stone now?” Colt asked. 
 
    “It has to stay in Fairy,” I said.  “I can’t.  That means Izumi must stay and rule in my name when I’m not available.  The Stone needs to go to her, but not just yet.” 
 
    With the thing whole at last, I felt a healing flow from all kingdoms of the Land.  Weariness was leaving, replaced by growing strength.  “When I’m a little better, I’ll take the Stone to Izumi myself.” 
 
    “Then I guess my work here is done.”  Colt hazed out in a wash of copper-red light.  The light condensed and faded, leaving nine-year-old Colt there.  “Is it over?”      
 
    “Yes,” I said.  “You killed me.” 
 
    Selene slapped my arm.  “Don’t be mean.” 
 
    I said, “Thank you, Colt.  You did a good job.” 
 
    Selene caressed the Stone’s curved planes.  Her other hand joined the caress.  She peered deep into its emerald depths.  “I don’t think you’re going to have to worry about the Heart Stone getting stolen and rekeyed by anyone to be used against you.” 
 
    “Good news, but why not?” I asked. 
 
    “The crown absorbed some of your DNA. That genetic material is now part of the Stone—an integral part.  Someone else getting their hands on the Stone will find it useless unless you key them into it the way Izumi will be. You are indeed most dangerous when you don’t know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “Good to know.  Now if you’ll excuse me, I think I need a nap.  This whole thing has been stressful.” 
 
    Colt shrugged and headed off.  “Fine.  I have a pizza to get back to anyway, though it’s probably cold.” 
 
    “It will give you a chance to practice your fire breath,” I said. 
 
    “Gee, thanks.  That’s how we lost the last kitchen.” 
 
    Selene leaned in and kissed me.  “Sleep.  Get stronger.  Then we’ll deal with the real problem.  There’s still a dangerous drain on your lifeforce from somewhere. Apparently, the Heart Stone wasn’t the reason for your failing health.  Fortunately, it’s stabilizing you so we have time to find the real answer.” 
 
    “You should have told me that after my nap.  How am I going to sleep knowing I could still die?” 
 
    She kissed me again and turned to leave the room.  “You’ll manage somehow.  You always do.”  Her voice lowered.  “I really wanted to get a look inside your head, too.  Where did I leave that chisel?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    “Love consumes its objective. 
 
    We are all betrayed in the end.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Selene wore a red cowgirl shirt with pearl-snap buttons, and a short skirt that showed off her awesome legs.  She had on a western hat and boots.  We I stood on an aquarium’s dusty blue glass instead of on a dirt road, such as might be expected in a ghost town.  Under the glass, the water appeared almost impenetrable—darker than my last visit to this part of the astral planes.   
 
    Last time, I’d fractured this glass, stomping and shooting it.  Here was where I’d battled Occultus, the former lord of Nightmare.  He’d wore all-black western wear with a big silver buckle, and two six guns, but he’d needed more than that to take me out.  He’d ended up feeding my shadow-beasts instead.  And now the glass was back like nothing had happened. 
 
    The rest of the town was as I remembered.  To either side of the street, an Old West ghost town presented abandoned store fronts, boardwalks, and dark windows. The wood was sun-bleached, weathered gray, some of it rotting.  There were waterless troughs and railing posts, but no skeleton horses this time.  Between buildings the anemone-like trees with lime and ginger bands were back and rooted once more.  Their tentacles curled, and the trunks trembled in fear.   
 
    They must remember me.  
 
    Because I half expected it from my last visit, a sorghum scented wind gusted through, rolling tumbleweeds past us.  The sun held position low in a red sky, almost on the horizon.  The gaslights came on, a pale green-white light.  Somewhere, a crow cawed.  
 
    “I wonder if this place loops like this all the time, or if someone needs to be here to see it.” 
 
    “So, this is what I missed out on last time.”  Selene stared around with interest. 
 
    She didn’t have a Bluetooth attached to one ear, a soul link like the one I wore.  I was here in spirit with a body elsewhere that I needed to get back to eventually.  As a goddess, she didn’t have a problem being here physically in a non-physical universe.  As I still had my headache from before, it was one of the things I didn’t try to reason out.  That, and the emerald star embedded in my translucent torso.  The captive star symbolized the Heart Stone left atop my sleeping body in Selene’s dungeon.  That contact fed me energy to activate my shadow magic spells. 
 
    I still couldn’t locate the golden magic that was part of my dual heritage.  I was also concerned that I hadn’t heard from my inner dragon for so long.  I felt alone in my head. 
 
    Whatever my physical problem, Selene and I thought we’d find a clue here, where abstraction has form, where nightmare kills, and thoughts provided reality.  Because I was comfortable in a body, I had one. Because I expected gravity, and to breathe, these happened.  And because I know I’m a bad ass super-warrior, I wore a black body stocking with chest plate, assorted weapons, and steel-toe boots. 
 
    Clothes do make the killer. 
 
    The gear didn’t stop the emerald star from shining brightly inside me. 
 
    Selene strolled over.  “So, tell me—detail by detail—exactly what happened here last time.  You might have inadvertently used the properties of this place to screw yourself over.” 
 
    Why does everyone always want to blame me for the things I do?  Like it’s easy being me. 
 
    I started into the story, not getting very far because she kept interrupting.  “Wait.”  She looked down at the dark, dusty glass.  “These thing that were swimming under there…” 
 
    “Shadow beasts,” I said.  “They were always part of me, sealed away, hungry, waiting to be freed. You saw them later in Nightmare.” 
 
    “Yes, charming creatures.  And you freed them here?” 
 
    “And they ate Occultus.” 
 
    “But to do that, you broke this seal on them.”  She lightly stamped a foot on the glass street. 
 
    “Yup.” I looked down at the surface and the darkness underneath.  “This is probably symbolic of the barrier we all have between conscious and subconscious minds.” 
 
    “And you broke that inside yourself.” 
 
    “Yup.  The water wasn’t so dark then.” 
 
    Selene’s breath caught and resumed, picking up speed.  “Caine, when you’re not in dragon form, what exactly happens to your dragon self?” 
 
    “We have long, meaningful conversations while strolling on the beach, and occasionally a cocktail.” 
 
    “I’m serious.” 
 
    “Don’t you know?  You’ve got a dragon inside you, too.” 
 
    “Uh, no, actually I don’t.  Other dragon-born don’t either.” 
 
    I lifted my eyebrows.  “Really?  So, it’s only me?” 
 
    I thought of the pain I used to have using dragon-blood tattoos for my magic, and taking on dragon form, two issues other dragons didn’t experience.  “My shadow-mage side and my dragon side have never been blended.  When I go dragon, I’m a passenger in the back shadows of the dragon’s mind, aware, separate, but not in control.  In human form, my dragon hovers in the back of my mind, mostly asleep, rousing once and a while to make sarcastic observations.” 
 
    “Caine, I think this is important.  When you are human, like now, has your dragon been in your conscious, or subconscious mind?” 
 
    I thought about it.  “Seems like he was able to move back and forth between both.” 
 
    “As if whatever seal you’d kept on your inner demons had no power over him.  Did he ever give you any indication that he knew of those shadow-beasts also inside you?” 
 
    “No.  He’d have bitched about it.” 
 
    “Do you think that your dragon side might have actually been the seal itself, keeping your darkest impulses trapped?” 
 
    “That’s insane.  Who would have used him too…?”   
 
    I trailed off, remembering how Villagers had mastered shadow magic by sealing their own dark goddess in Tartarus, trapping her so they could steal her power to run their magic-driven civilization.  I wondered if my father could have used my dragon as a living seal to store divine power in my subconscious, power that bonded with suppressed desires, which in turn became embryo Elder Gods.  My father could have weaponized me as a baby, intending a different weapon.  He’d justified so much else, this would have been just one more sin.  And a reason I had to be abandoned.  He wouldn’t have wanted to endanger my mother with what he’d made of me.  There was no guarantee his work would last, that at some arbitrary point, I wouldn’t self-destruct rather violently and take out my family at the same time. 
 
    I thought of my new brother and sister which I’d met days ago.  Would they believe me if I told them of this?   
 
    Probably not.  
 
    Selene’s fingertips touched my heart.  “Caine, what is it.  You look so cold, so distant.” 
 
    I shook it off.  “It’s nothing.  Someone just pissed on my grave, I think.  Have we figured anything out that actually helps us?” 
 
    “I think so.  I need to tilt the world.” 
 
    I stared at her.  “Excuse me?” 
 
    “This world, the astral plain.”  She held out her hand.  “Hold on.” 
 
    I took her hand.  She pushed her free hand out, palm turned to the ground.  A red shimmer of light danced over her, and crawled onto me, some kind of protective field.  She tilted her hand up, and the glass underfoot swung to keep pace, becoming a vertical wall.  Gravity stayed “down”.  We stood on nothingness, the dark glass looming in front of us.   
 
    Selene looked up to where she’d moved the setting sun.  It was noon now.  She lifted her free hand toward the sun and made a grasping gesture, then jerked her clawed hand down, as if to pull the sun from the sky. 
 
    I looked up, my filtering eyelids closed, but not the last one made of skin.  The air burned a deep red.  The sun swelled, falling toward us.   
 
    “You couldn’t have just brought a flashlight?” I asked. 
 
    “Not for a darkness this pure, this deep.” 
 
    The red sun plunged closer.  I tried not to believe in it too much.  If I thought it could burn me, it would.  If I thought it could vaporize the meat off my bones, and my bones, too, it would. 
 
    Selene tightened her grip on my hand.  “Easy.  Trust me.” 
 
    Off to the side, the ginger-and-lime anemone-trees looked totally freaked as they pulled up roots to run, and fell into the side of a building, the gravity shift having caught them by surprise.  They walked on the side of the building, reached the back corner, and fell around it—presumably heading for safety. 
 
    I wasn’t so smart.  I stood there, waiting. 
 
    Think cool thoughts.  Think cool thoughts… 
 
    “Here it comes,” Selene said. 
 
    I heard a massive whoosh.  A red glaze of light reflected off of the glass wall, hiding the darkness beyond.  Selene and I both were washed a monochromatic red by the falling sun.  I didn’t look up.  I didn’t want to see what was about to happen to me.  Selene could shake such things off, me, I was a little more fragile. 
 
    She raised a hand again and pushed it toward the glass wall, like shooting a basketball into a hoop.  And the sun missed us, sinking into the glass.  The black sea became an ocean of boiling blood.  A trail of energy plasm from the swallowed sun slid down the glass.  Fiery sheets of red flame swirled past us and kept going down.  I felt no heat.  Selene’s red aura did its job, protecting us both.  
 
    She whispered a word.  “Nova!” 
 
    Coming out of the glass, a blast of light slammed past us.  The wall cracked.  The red sludge in the aquarium turned to red crystal.  I could see deeply inside to where my massive shadow-beast lived.  There he was, an indigo shadow with tentacles—wrapped around a golden dragon.  He’s been gnawing on the dragon, flesh had been stripped off.  Blood stained golden scales.  My inner dragon looked listless, nearly lifeless, just a little outrage flaming in golden eyes. 
 
    Fuck! 
 
    “Why is it killing me!” 
 
    “Because it loves you.  Love consumes its object of desire,” Selene said. 
 
    “Not this way!” 
 
    “A very dark kind of love would.  We need to stop it,” Selene said. 
 
    “By going in there and kicking shadow-beast ass?”  
 
    “That would only buy time.  We need a permanent fix.  You have to recreate the barrier that once held the darkness helpless in you.  A seal that will let you call forth the beast, and send it back, always on your terms.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can do that.” 
 
    ‘Can you not succeed?  Can you live as only a Villager?  I don’t think so.  Both your souls are tied together, by the same fate.” 
 
    Fate’s a bitch, but she’s mine.   
 
    I stared at my golden dragon.  He stared back. 
 
    And nobody takes what’s mine. 
 
    “When the shadow-beast realizes what I’m doing, it will attack.  You’re going to have to fend the tentacles off.” 
 
    “Calamari, yum.”  
 
    “Don’t let me fall.”  I pulled my hand free.   
 
    Selene placed herself between me and the glass wall.  Her red glow left me.  The one around her brightened considerably. 
 
    I stared down at my cupped hands and pooled darkness there.  I made a disk of shadow float up in front of my face.  I stretched it out like pizza dough.  Holes appeared.  I smeared pieces of darkness around until I had a pattern of shadow lines and curves, a warding similar to the one I’d sealed Tartarus off with.  I refined the design, knowing every line had to be right, every arcane symbol in balance and perfect—or the seal would never take. 
 
    Don’t rush.  Get it right.  Forget that your dragon is wounded.  Almost eaten alive.  And that it’s your fault.  I’m so tired of everything always being my fault. 
 
    Something big whumped into the glass wall.  Startled, I looked up.  The shadow-beast was just on the other side, flattened there, its huge red eye glaring at me with love and hate that for it were the same thing.  Its tentacles seeped golden light, raw magic stolen from my dragon.  That light coated its body, enabling it to start pressing through.  Several tentacles phased past the wall without harming it. 
 
    Selene summoned two-dimensional blades of crimson light and used them to shop through the tentacles.  The amputated pieces fell past us, curling, bleeding golden light. 
 
    “Hurry up,” Selene said.  “Before it thinks of breaking the glass.” 
 
     As if hearing her, the beast writhed, battering the glass on its side. 
 
    “Way to go,” I muttered.  “You jinxed us.” 
 
    “Is the spell ready or not?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    The cracks in the glass wall widened lightly, extending further.  Fresh ones appeared as the beast flailed.  She stood limned by the monster’s giant red eye.  I pushed past her, my spell hovering above one palm.  I held the little thing up to the glass wall, noticing that the red-nova light inside was dimming rapidly.  Darkness would be back soon, hiding the obscenity of a dragon’s death. 
 
    No.  I will not permit this. 
 
    I pushed the spell circle into the glass and poured my shadow power into it so the pattern grew across the wall, completely covering it. 
 
    Seeing what I did, the shadow-beast hazed itself with gold and tried to phase entirely through, escaping before I locked the door.  I had planned to use the emerald energy of the Heart Stone to energize the spell.  That became unnecessary.   I laughed as the shadow-beast’s stolen magic energized the glass and the pattern I’d formed. 
 
    Selene turned to watch me laugh.  “Caine?” 
 
    The seal activated.  The beast was repelled from the wall, trapped within it.  I looked past him.  My golden dragon faded out.  Only I could contain him now with my darker impulses tamed. 
 
    Selene tilted the world back the way it had been.  The cracks in the glass under us mended, closing.  Selene and I stood on the glass, under a night sky with stars and a purple moon.  The air in front of me shimmered with gold.  My dragon formed, hung in the air a moment, and fell to the street, bleeding, open wounds revealing white bone and torn muscle, chunks of him gone.  His long neck waved, his head fell last, smacking the glass.   
 
    His half-lidded eyes stared at me.  His irises were golden moons, dimming.  His breath rattled in his lungs.  He coughed bloody words.  “I blame you for this.”  His tail-tip thumped the glass once, then stilled. 
 
    “Yeah, get in line.” 
 
    Selene choked down a sob.  The dragon was more her soul-mate than me.  “It’s bad.” 
 
    I knelt by his head and reached fingers into my translucent guts.  I dragged out fistfuls of emerald fire.  The magic of Fairy.  The power of the Phoenix Court.  Pure life.  I thrust the green fire into my dragon, and maliciously muttered.  “Here, choke on this, thundercunt.” 
 
    Selene said, “He’s you, you know?” 
 
    I nodded.  “Yeah, the bitch side of me.” 
 
    I pulled out a couple more handfuls of emerald fire and pushed it into him. 
 
    “His wounds are healing,” Selene said. 
 
    I stood, trembling with outrage.  “I just realized.  All the time I didn’t hear him, I didn’t hear my dick and balls either.” 
 
    My dragon coughed.  The sound became a weak laugh.  He laughed at me. 
 
    “It was you, the other voices, all this time, fucking with my mind!  You son of a bitch!”  I kicked him in the nose. 
 
    He just laughed harder. 
 
    Selene touched my shoulder and red light burned the ghost town away.  I sat up on her autopsy table, grabbing the Heart Stone as it rolled.  Selene’s hand was still on my shoulder. 
 
    I looked into the back shadows of my mind.  My dragon lay there, healing as he pulled power from the Heart Stone through our link.  Behind him was a wall of black glass, with the golden lines of a magic seal on it.  Beyond that, a shadow-beast stared with its single, monstrous red eye.  Helpless.  Contained.  Until needed.  Until summoned.  Another weapon in my arsenal. 
 
    My inner dragon continued to laugh, making up for lost time. 
 
    I growled at him.  “Fuck you!” 
 
    Selene leaned into me as I swung my legs off the table, ready to get out of her dungeon.  “I’d love to.  Thank you for offering.” 
 
    In my head, my dick began to sing something from an Italian opera.  My balls joined in, neither one in the same key. 
 
    Oh, what fresh hell is this? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    “A good smackdown goes a 
 
     long way to solving problems.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    The funeral was pending.  The body of the dead king was in an open casket, lying in state on a wooden bier surrounded by flowers, guards, and torches.  He looked better dead than he had dying.   
 
    The lesser fey had been invited to come to the Great Hall and pay their respects.  I was waiting for the booze, for the wake.  I’m not prejudiced; I’ll drink to the death of anyone.  Passing through, the visiting fey were dour-faced, haggard to a ridiculous extreme.  I figured it was a competition: who can glamour-up an illusion of grief and heart-break better than anyone else.  Pride had to be on the line since I’d heard nothing about a cash prize.   
 
    I’d just arrived, joining a knot of fey from other towns.  Selene was with me as the Queen of Nightmare.  I’d explained to her that she’d have to start spending a percentage of her time in her new kingdom, bonding with the land to keep it healthy.   
 
    My Earth clothing was covered by a black riding cloak with a gold-and-ruby clasp.  I might seem misshapen, a hunch back, since I wore Colt’s backpack underneath, carrying the Heart Stone within.  I’d have skipped the festivities entirely, but I still needed to collect the oath of the new king—or there wouldn’t be a new king.   
 
    There didn’t seem to be a widow.  The twins were both in attendance.  Their grief looked real to me.  Aleys stood with regal stiffness, face pale, blonde hair pulled back and pinned down.  Her brother looked much the same, but his grief had anger mixed in.  The corners of his jaw knotted.  His eyes were dry, flashing fire.  His face hard as carved stone. 
 
    Aleys’ stare swept past me, then came back. Her gaze sharpened with recognition.  She turned her face to her twin and whispered.  His eyes widened, searching, and then locked onto me.  His face reddened.  The rage grew, pushing out his grief.  He shook his sister off and came around the bier, marching straight toward me, 
 
    Selene murmured.  “Trouble?” 
 
    “It’s possible he suspects his father died of other than natural causes.” 
 
    She angled toward me, eyes searching mine.  I thought she looked especially beautiful with her hair piled high, her neck bare, sheathed in a red dress that faithfully clung to her delightful curves.  Before coming here, I had tried to suggest that blood red was more fit for a battlefield than a funeral.  She had insisted, saying she was not about to stop being the Red Lady. 
 
    “Caine, did you…” 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    She inhaled deeply in sudden surprise.  “You did!” 
 
    I shrugged.  “They had Colt.  I couldn’t wait for the inevitable to happen.  Actually, the old king was suffering.  I thought my compassion and mercy particularly praiseworthy.” 
 
    A man in a silver cloak came up from behind.  He joined the conversation.  “I’d have done the same thing.” 
 
    I looked at him.  “Orin.  You’re here for the booze, too.” 
 
    “Caine!” the young prince yelled my name.  His yelling and my name caused a surge of murmuring in the Great Hall.  Apparently, not very many people had recognized me yet. 
 
    The prince stopped just out of reach so he could draw his sword easily if he needed to.  He pointed a trembling finger at my face.  “You were there when he died.  You took the tie!” 
 
    “I was there, and I did take the tie that you’d agreed to turn over to me at your father’s death.  What of it?” 
 
    “Did you…did you…kill…!” 
 
    Aleys caught up to him, grabbing his sword arm.  “Don’t let grief drive you mad,” she said.  Her voice lowered.  “And don’t ask for answers you don’t really want.  He has the magic of all the kingdoms and many armies to call on.  If you challenge him, we are utterly lost.” 
 
    Selene nodded.  “Yes, that about covers it.  You have a good grasp on the situation.” 
 
    The prince calmed himself, hiding dark emotions by half-hooding his eyes.  “You need to produce the tie so I can claim my inheritance.” 
 
    “And when I do, you will swear loyalty to me as your High King?” 
 
    “It seems to be the best course of action.” 
 
    Ah!  That’s not actually an answer. 
 
    “You understand that if you refuse to pledge to me, I can’t let you rule.” 
 
    His voice lost all trace of emotion.  “The tie chooses.  It always has.” 
 
    “So, the tie chooses you, then what?  You declare war on me for some imagined insult?  You kill me, and you become the Overlord of Fairy?” 
 
    Being fey, he could evade, but not lie directly.  A lie would cost him his magic.   
 
    Aleys whispered to him.  “Calm yourself brother.  Think of our people.” 
 
    He looked at her and shoved her away.  Gasps went through the observers as Aleys staggered and fell to the stone floor.  I noticed that the royal guards were easing closer, getting into position to back their young lord’s play. 
 
    I smiled at him.  “Fine.  You want the tie?”  I shed my cloak, letting it fall around my feet.  Slinging the pack forward, I opened the drawstrings, and pulled out the Heart Stone.  Its emerald light silenced the crowd.  Fey are like crows; they like shiny stones, especially ones the size of a basketball.  Even sprawled on the floor, Aleys stared with naked hunger. 
 
    I extended the Heart in one palm.  “I can’t actually give anyone their ties back.  They’ve all fused together.  The Heart of the Land is restored.” 
 
    Orin said, “Caine, if you give him that, he can wrest the Crown of the Land from your head.” 
 
    I let my face take on an innocent look of trust.  “Oh, he wouldn’t do that.  We have an agreement.  He’d have to throw away all honor…” 
 
    The prince snatched the Stone off my palm, as I knew he would.  He backed away with his prize.  He grinned, laughing.  “What do I care about honor when my father is dead, and you owe me the world?” 
 
    His guards rushed in to surround him, in case I was going to try and violently recover the Stone. 
 
    He stared into the green crystal depths, concentrating. Watching, Aleys climbed to her feet.  The prince closed his eyes.  Seconds passed.  Nothing happened.  Magic mists didn’t rise from the Land to anoint him.  No mission bell rang.  His eyes opened.  “I don’t understand.  It refuses me.  All the ties do.” 
 
    “The rules of magic as you’ve known them have changed a little bit.  It doesn’t matter who steals the Heart Stone, it will not acknowledge them.  I am the High King of Fairy.  The Stone answers to me alone.” 
 
    The prince drew his sword.  “Then you must die first.  Then my father’s kingdom will be mine.”    
 
    “No. Then Izumi, Queen of the Dragon’s Eye will be High Queen.  And she will appoint who she desires.  You’d have to murder her too, a woman carrying a child.” 
 
    The prince clutched the Stone against his stomach.  His eyes slitted.  His sword pointed my way.  “Whatever is needful.” 
 
    Aleys gasped.  “Brother, no!” 
 
    His eyes flicked toward her.  “Stay out of this,” 
 
    His stare returned to me, and the Storm PX4 semi-automatic that I’d pulled from thin air.  I squeezed off a shot.  A red dot appeared between his eyes.  The back of his head blew out.  He fell backwards, still ringed by guards. 
 
    I held out my hand and the Heart Stone left him, flying back to me.   
 
    The guards rushed at me. 
 
    Aleys called them to order.  “Stop!  I command you.” 
 
    They did, but their faces showed they hated to be restrained. 
 
    I walked over to Aleys.  “I’m sorry for your loss.” 
 
    She said nothing, staring back at me. 
 
    “Put your hand on the Stone,” I said. 
 
    She did. 
 
    I smiled.  “As Queen of the Phoenix Court, do you swear fealty to me as the Land’s Overlord?” 
 
    She glanced briefly at her dead brother, then back to me.  “I do.” 
 
    “Then rule wisely here in my name.” 
 
    The sky over the Great Hall shivered with a mission bell sound that swept from horizon to horizon. 
 
    The common people, ever mindful of the need to curry favor and kiss ass, clapped and cheered.  The guards dragged the prince’s body away.  They had another royal burial to prepare for.   
 
    I smiled at Aleys.  “I don’t think you need to worry about anyone forcing marriage upon you anymore.” 
 
    “I suppose not, but I was looking forward to Colt defending my honor as he promised.”  Her voice went ultra-casual. “Did he happen to come here with you.” 
 
    From my side, Selene leaned in, giving Aleys a close inspection.  “My son is not yet born.  You will have a while to wait, and I have not said that I approve of his interest in you.” 
 
    I hooked Selene’s arm and dragged her away.  “Don’t go starting trouble.” 
 
    She glared at me.  “You’re one to talk.” 
 
    Orin followed with my cloak, having picked it off the floor.  Catching up, he draped it over my back.  “Let’s go find the wine cellar,” he said.  “We need to celebrate the rise of a new queen.” 
 
    “We do indeed,” I said. 
 
    After a few more steps, we were stopped by three dark green shadows rising out of the floor.  The shades had found me.  I knew what they wanted.  I handed them the Heart Stone, knowing they could not use it against me.  “I’m letting you have that for safekeeping, until I need it again.” 
 
    “You are magnanimous,” the smith said, “giving us what is ours.” 
 
    The Poetess held the stone, staring into it.  “What have you done to the Stone?  It is different.” 
 
    I explained.  “Part of me is in it now.  Your powers are restored, stronger than ever, but you cannot take the crown from me.  Get used to the idea that the new Overlord isn’t anyone’s puppet.” 
 
    The poetess inclined her head.  “As you say.” 
 
    The crone shrieked.  “No!  He must pay for poor Reggie’s death.” 
 
    I gave her an icy stare of contempt.  “You’re the one that got him killed, that bought him to the caverns to ambush me.  Unless you want me to kill you again, old bat, I’d shut the fuck up!”  I lowered my voice.  “Besides, one day the Unzar will come.  We can’t afford to be divided if Fairy is to survive.” 
 
    The crone sprang for me. 
 
    Her sisters grabbed her, holding her back.  With the Heart Stone, they sank into the floor and were gone. 
 
    Orin looked at me.  “You bring out the best in everyone.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “What can I say; it’s a gift.” 
 
    Orin’s smile widened.  “One of these days, I want a rematch, your sword against mine.  I know I can take you.” 
 
    “That can be arranged, but never expect a fair fight,” I said.   
 
    “I know that about you,” Orin said. 
 
    I found a guard stationed at the entrance to a back hallway.  “Which way to the wine cellar?” 
 
    He stared at me like I was crazy.   
 
    “Never mind.  We’ll find it.  This place can’t be that big.”  We moved on. 
 
    “Do you want to introduce me to your lovely companion?” Orin asked. 
 
    “Sure.  This is Selene, the Red Lady, Goddess of the Red Moon, and newly crowned Queen of Nightmare.” 
 
    She hung on my arm, walking beside me.  Looking across me, she nodded affirmation at her titles.  “My pleasure.” 
 
      I said, “Orin is the Lord of the Phantom Court.  If you ever need any ghosts, he’s the man to look up.” 
 
    Orin smiled.  “At your service, ma’am.  Also, if you ever want to trade up husbands, I’m available for that as well.” 
 
    “She’s too much woman for you,” I warned. 
 
    Selene nodded.  “Sadly true.  You don’t know rough sex until you’ve had it with an actual dragon.” 
 
    “You’re saying I wouldn’t survive?” 
 
    “The first minute or two, maybe,” I said.  We passed unadorned walls of stone.  There were blue-white crystals embedded in the wall to light he way.  We took a turn.  I followed my nose toward a kitchen. 
 
    Orin strutted, a man undaunted. “I am not dissuaded.  There are some experiences worth dying for.  And death itself can be as attractive as a beautiful woman.” 
 
    Selene frowned.  “Now I feel like you’d just be using me.  Just go accidently fall on you dagger a few times.” 
 
    “Don’t think ill of me,” Orin said.  “Death has always been my first love.” 
 
    We entered a bustling kitchen.  The head cook intercepted us.  “My lords, lady, can I be of service?” 
 
    “Wine.  Several bottles, cheese, and bread.” 
 
    She bowed.  “Yes, my noble masters.”  She hurried away as we waited. 
 
    “I called after her.  Chez-wiz if you have it.” 
 
    The woman paused to stare back in confusion.  
 
    I waved her on.  “Never mind.”  
 
    “What is Chez-wiz?” Orin asked. 
 
    “An aphrodisiac from Earth,” I said.  “It’s good on stone-ground wheat crackers.” 
 
    “Ah,” Orin nodded.  “You must get me both.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    “Promises are important; 
 
    the currency of dreams.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Grace was in the isolation booth when I got inside the recording studio.  I walked into the control room and saw her through the glass.  She huddled in consultation with Lindsey and two musicians I didn’t know.  One was a cute black girl in pigtails, with a white guitar.  The other looked Latina, and despite her small size, easily manhandled a heavy bass guitar.  They had a hungry look to them.  They’d need that hunger. 
 
    On my side of the glass, a sound engineer fussed with sliders and dials on a mixing board.   
 
    Sitting on a leather couch by a wall, I saw Gloria.  Her eyes red coals displaying irritation with the man seated next to her.  He was her son, Adrian, self-proclaimed Vampire Master of L.A., a position I totally disputed.  As resident Demon Lord, this was obviously my city.  A position he disputed.   
 
    I’d have killed him off decades ago, but Gloria was my friend and would take it badly. 
 
    “I can see why you’re interested in these girls.  They’re rough, but show great potential, but you’re an outsider to the music business.  You should just let me take over.  I’m sure my lawyers can break them free of their contract to this dump,” Adrian said. 
 
    The engineer turned to face them.  “Dump?  This place is my life!” 
 
    “You’re being rude, Adrian, dear.  And this is something I want to try.  Can’t you understand how I might feel about a new challenge?” 
 
    “I certainly can,” I said.  “Gloria, you have my full support.” 
 
    Adrian sneered at me.  “Caine, I thought I smelled demon scum.” 
 
    The engineer pushed back from the board, hurrying over to me.  “Mr. Deathwalker!  A pleasure, sir.  I’m the manager here, the sound engineer, and I do whatever else is necessary.  I’m happy to meet you at last.  This new band you’ve brought in—Shadowfox—they’re phenomenal!” He pumped my hand. 
 
    I got it loose and counted.  Yes, I had all my fingers. 
 
    “They’re just tolerable.”  Adrian adjusted his black tie.  His shirt was pale blue, his suit also black.  He had 90’s hair that was gelled back, and a cold, clammy look that said he avoided sunlight religiously.  He also looked like he’d bitten into something sour.  “This is your studio, Caine?  I should have known.  You’re leading my mother astray again.” 
 
    I glowered.  “Behave, or I’ll sic Tukka on you.”  
 
    “What’s a Tukka?  Some kind of parrot?” 
 
    Grace spoke into her microphone; her voice came out a speaker.  “Peter?  I think we’re ready to run through the new song again.” 
 
    “Duty calls.  Excuse me.”  He returned to the mixing board and messed with it.  “Okay positions, everyone.  I’ll count you in.”  He lifted a hand and one by one, folded down his fingers until he had a fist.  We stood still, quietly listening.  The music ran through an intro that could have used some synth.  Grace sang:   
 
    We dance where the wind is silver.   
 
    Blue shadows on the snow. 
 
    By the light of inner vision,   
 
    we walk a spirit road. 
 
      
 
    Time is a coiled serpent    
 
    that never dares to strike. 
 
    Conjure your hearts desires   
 
    and change them if you like. 
 
      
 
    The drumbeats rolled.  The lead guitarist riffed up a minor pentatonic scale.  The bass player continued to thump away, a bridge into the chorus.  The song was about conjuring desires, and the things we pretend to be in order to one day stop pretending.  Dragon-born, I had pretended to be a demon-lord all my life.  For better or worse, that was the face under the mask now.   
 
    Grace’s killer vocals had laid out a few measures.  Now, they came punching in with soaring power. 
 
    “Where’s all that reverb coming from?” Peter asked himself.  “It’s not the board.” 
 
      
 
    Choose the mask you wear carefully— 
 
    For we are what we pretend to be. 
 
    There’s nothing so real as fantasy— 
 
    In the secret heart of the night.       
 
    In the secret heart of the night.       
 
      
 
    In the secret heart of the night, the major supernatural communities struggled against one another for supremacy; vampires, demons, shifters, and fey, oh my!  And secretly fighting for humanities’ interests, to keep from being eaten, were the Slayers, human soldiers of fortune that I would one day have to absorb into my own organization.   
 
    The biggest secret in the night was that ultimate evil was coming at the end of time, the Unzar.  I had a name for them now.  The flawless enemy.  I’d have to prove that name a lie to beat them.  I had blood on my hands.  There would be more, getting the multi-verse ready to survive the coming war.  I needed to gather and nurture people like Grace, people who cared about little boys, who’d cry over a child and go screaming into battle because someone with a heart had to care.   
 
    I had no heart.  Not really, I was just good fooling some people.  Therefore, I gathered those that had enough heart to spare.   
 
    Maybe, if I pretend long enough, one day I will care.  Nah, probably not. 
 
    The music coiled upon itself.  Softening her tone, Grace launched into the second verse: 
 
      
 
    We wear the moon’s cold fire. 
 
    The bright stars fill our eyes. 
 
    We hang like a constellation, 
 
    alone within the sky. 
 
      
 
    You pull me down, to the ground 
 
    and gently steal my breath. 
 
    To awaken from this dream   
 
    is another name for death. 
 
      
 
    The dream is all, everything.  I would become the Master of Worlds.  I would fight until that dream became reality for everyone.  I dared not relent or awake, or every dream would die—leaving the Unzar supreme in a lifeless multi-verse. 
 
    It was a bitch of a destiny, not just for me, but for us all, but the only one we had.   
 
    Snowflakes need not apply; there’s no hope for you.  The Unzar will not give you puppies to pet, or care about your feelings.  They will simply eat you alive.  Those not willing to fight for themselves were dead weight on the back of humanity—to use the term loosely. 
 
       
 
    Choose the mask you wear carefully— 
 
    For we are what we pretend to be. 
 
    There’s nothing so real as fantasy— 
 
    In the secret heart of the night.       
 
    In the secret heart of the night.       
 
    In the secret heart of the night— 
 
      
 
    The song ended.  We were all in our own internal world by then.  It took a few moments to realize that we could talk if we wanted. I approved of Grace’s direction. Her music was thoughtful, poetic, and laced with vision not everyone would grasp. 
 
    We’ll go platinum anyway. 
 
     I turned back to Gloria.  “Keep this going.  We need more of this.” 
 
    “My services aren’t free,” she said. 
 
    “I should hope not,” Adrian muttered. 
 
    I ignored the idiot, waiting. 
 
    Gloria stood and faced me in a way that left Adrian out of this, like a slap to the face.  Her voice grew centuries older, abandoning the pretend cheerleader quality that was her usual mode.  This was the true-blood princess talking.  “Our royal lord and master, Kain the First, summons you into his august presence, to attend him in two night’s time, by the stroke of midnight at his private estate.  I am your escort, and the surety for your safety, though he pledges on his honor that no harm will be offered you.” 
 
    Harm by his standard, or mine?  Vampires can be as tricky as fey. 
 
    “Will you come?” Gloria asked. 
 
    Any game intrigues me.  Kane certainly did.  After he’d promised me the protection of his name, and Gloria was offering her to be a hostage, it would be a serious act of cowardice not to go, a slap in the face of the friendship Gloria and I savored between us.   
 
    There were lines we never crossed to preserve that friendship, like sleeping together, not that I’d tell Adrian that.  My friendship with his mom totally irked him.  That delighted me. 
 
    “Wait a second,” Adrian said.  “He gets to go visit Kain.  I’ve never even seen the outside of his estate, and this low-bred dragon is invited as a guest of honor?  What mad universe is this?” 
 
    One vote against it. 
 
    I smiled.  “I’m definitely going.” 
 
    “Why,” Adrian whined. “Why would Kane show such interest?  I thought he was mostly retired from vampire politics.  The council runs things now, each member a master of a city.” 
 
    I knew Adrian’s biggest ass-burn was the fact that as an open city to all preternaturals, no vampire could officially be appointed L.A.’s master by the vampire council, but as a demon lord, I could follow other rules, or no rules at all.   
 
    I’ve been calling myself the Master of L.A. for so long, everybody thinks it’s true.  So, it is true. 
 
    I stared Gloria in the eyes.  “Your son is too spoiled for such rarified circles.  They’d eat his breakfast, and him too.  You’ve shielded him too much from the reality of his world.”  
 
    A more hurtful truth lay unspoken between Gloria and me.  Adrian’s a vampire snowflake.  He felt entitled to rule on the basis of inheritance alone.  He didn’t have the strength to laugh—like my dragon—after being half-eaten by a shadow-beast.  Adrian would never lift sword against his inner demons.  He’d serve those appetites instead, which was why Kane would never let him lead the family.  Gloria alone was his heir. 
 
    And yes, I was scared to go, but I would.  I needed Kane, his world, his sword—to stand with me against the Unzar.  Here was another bridge I needed to build. 
 
     “What time will you be picking me up?” I asked. 
 
    “She’s not,” Adrian said.  “I forbid it.” 
 
    I sighed heavily, dramatically.  “Gloria.  You can’t protect him forever.  Want me to sort him out?  I’ll leave him alive.” 
 
     “Now, I have heard entirely too much!  I will not be spoken off like a little child,” Adrian roared.  He came around Gloria so we had to look at him.  He wanted to impress me with his vampire rage.  Like red eyes could ever enthrall me. 
 
    I lowered my voice.  “Gloria.”  We both knew this day was long past due. 
 
    She sighed.  “Fine.  I just don’t want to see it.” 
 
    I moved out of her way so she wouldn’t walk over me.  She went out the door and closed it firmly behind her. 
 
    Moving with dragon and Villager speed, my body blurred through a turn.  My left hand palmed his face.  I slammed the back of his head into the closest wall several times before Adrian even knew what was happening.  No vampire had ever dared do this to him because of his mother’s wrath.  And because they would have been too slow.  A few years ago, I would have been too slow to catch him by surprise.  Things change. 
 
    Hearing the loud thudda-a-thuds, Peter Grimm turned from his precious sound board.  “Hey!  What’s going on?  Cut it out!” 
 
    “Ignore the mess,” I said.  “I’ll buy you a new wall, and a better soundboard.” 
 
    “Okay.”  He quickly turned back to queuing up the last song, playing it so Grace and the girls could hear it. 
 
     I let go of Adrian’s face, allowing him to collapse to the floor.  He moaned and coughed blood.  His skull was very fractured, his brain concussed, but vampire healing would soon fix that. 
 
    “All your life, you’ve been hiding behind your mother.  No one has every cared enough about you to point this out.  You are not man enough to stand alone.  Kane understands that a wolf that is too weak to run alone is too weak to run a pack.  If you want to stand up to me in the future, or to earn Kane’s respect, get stronger.  A lot stronger.” 
 
    I looked over at Peter.  He was very carefully ignoring us.  He worked for me.  He was my responsibility.  I looked back to Adrian.  “This is my place.  These are my people.  They are under my protection.  Touch any of them, and I will find a way to end you without it ever coming back to me.  Gloria won’t know.” 
 
    I’ll give the job to Orin.   
 
    “When you can stand again, leave right away, and don’t come back.” 
 
    I left Adrian there.  I walked down a hallway, out a lobby, and found Gloria haunting the night.  She hadn’t gone far.  Cars rushed by.  Light pollution hid the stars. 
 
    She turned as I appeared.  “I only let you do that because I love him.” 
 
    “I know.  I only hurt him because I like it.” 
 
    “I know you want me to believe that.  But even though you say you hate all people equally, you’re still going to drag us all into a future where we can have our dreams.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “It’s something to do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “I trust people half as 
 
     far as I can kill them.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Entering the Clan House on Santa Catalina Island didn’t feel like coming home, not with the Old Man still off on his honeymoon.  Even having demons walking around out of disguise didn’t feel special.  I’d gotten used to stranger things on Fairy, and downtown L.A.  Yeah, I’d been raised here on the island, but that felt like a lost childhood, not my current reality.  I couldn’t say I belonged here more than the Red Moon, or Fairy, or L.A. itself.  Nothing could specifically be mine, because everything was like mine. 
 
    I felt strange, like a team of ninjas had poured a pitcher of maturity into me when I wasn’t looking.  Bastards! 
 
    Military, crisp, the guards saluted as I entered the Great Hall.  It no longer felt like I was filling in for the Old Man.  This was my clan now.  They’d come when I’d called. They’d fought to protect my family.   And, Old Man in the picture or not, I knew they’d do so again.  They were family, too.  Misfit demons kicked out of more traditional clans around the world and out of assorted hell dimensions.  They’d gathered under Lauphram, and stayed with me.  I sometimes wondered if the Old Man had paid them more for that before I took over.  It was hard to feel they truly wanted me when my own family had kicked me to the curb as a child.  I mean, what kind of self-respecting demon clan has a non-demon as CEO anyway?  
 
    Ours, I guess. 
 
    I passed under a massive chandelier on the way to my throne.  A pair of demons blocked my way.  One was yellow and scaled with snake characteristics mixed into her human form.  She wore jeans and a black tee.  Her hinging fangs weren’t visible, but her gold eyes with the red-stripe pupils were.  In place of hair, she had iridescent blue and green feathers edged with sulfur yellow. Her companion looked entirely human, a big, buff male.  He trailed water with every step and his casual clothes were sodden.  Not every demon had full control of elemental magic.  
 
    The woman blinked transparent eyelids.  “The little boy, he’s all right?” 
 
    They meant Colt.  Not that many of my people had interacted with him in Las Vega.  He was mostly an unknown factor, but they knew I claimed him as my son.   
 
    I made a guess.  “You two were on the rescue team, in the water?” 
 
    “I took out the dome,” Buff Guy said. 
 
    “I got the boy out,” the woman said.  “The fey queen didn’t need our help, once the knife-fighter was taken from the child’s throat.  She killed the guards with spears of ice.  Fast, clean work.” 
 
    “We had friends that got the pooka in the water, so they couldn’t interfere,” Buff Guy said.  “Team effort.” 
 
    “The child vanished after I got him to the surface,” Snake Girl said.  “Burst into light, and was gone!” 
 
    I nodded.  “Yeah, he does that a lot.  Your team did good work.  Expect bonuses in your paychecks this month.” 
 
    “I thought fey valued children.  To threaten one ssso…”  Snake girl hissed her disgust. 
 
    I sighed.  “Not every creature out there has the fine moral sensibility of we demons.” 
 
    “True!” Buff Guy said. 
 
    They parted, letting me through. 
 
    I continued across the vast room, a space designed for staging our clan’s military force, and having serious parties.  Reaching my throne, I sat down.  An on-duty attendant rushed out of nowhere, stopping in front of me to offer a fluid bow.  There were delicate white wings protruding from her temples that could never have lifted her.  She smiled with brightly painted pink lips, a wind-mage; currents of air flapped her loose Asian robes, playing with tassels and the ends of her brocaded sash.  Her thick, black braid whipped gently, the wind taking care so the red ribbon on the end didn’t blow away.   
 
    “How may Shui be of use, noble lord?” 
 
    “Bring me a fine malt scotch, and send word to Imari that I require her presence.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.”  She hurried away. 
 
    Being familiar with my priorities, she got the drink to me first, fast.  I sipped, and held it in my hands as I waited.  I knew word would spread that I was on the throne.  According to Clan by-laws, that meant any demon could approach and petition me.  This was a counter-balance to those on the bottom getting too oppressed by their superiors.  Of course, if someone wasted my time with bullshit, they wouldn’t do it again.   
 
    A weed-demon approached, branches growing out of the sides of her head.  Her skin was a pale green, her hair nutmeg brown.  Saw-toothed leaves and white flowers covered her private areas.  She wore sandals that clacked on the parquet floor, wore rubber gloves, and carried a steel bucket with cleaning supplies in it.   
 
    She stopped and abased herself, face to the floor, waiting permission to speak. 
 
    “You are?” I asked. 
 
    “Mousear Chickweed, my lord.” 
 
    “Stand and tell me what you need.” 
 
    Hastily, she scrambled up.  Head down, she wouldn’t meet my gaze. 
 
    Someone around this place is actually afraid of me? 
 
    “It’s all right Mousy.  What’s your problem?” 
 
    “My shift supervisor says he likes the way I smell.  He keeps asking if he can—pick my flowers.” 
 
    “This bothers you?”   
 
    Sexual harassment? 
 
    “In my former clan, among my kind, such a statement is cause for blood-feud.  I have tried to let Hawkim know I do not want his attentions, but he seems not to understand, or care.” 
 
    “Has he been sexually aggressive?” 
 
    “He did try…try to…”  She ran down, unable to say the rest. 
 
    Imari walked in from the side, joining me on the dais.  Her gaze wept over the worker.  Imari turned to face me, lifting a questioning eyebrow.  I noticed several other demon applicants approaching, forming a line.  I was going to be here a while. 
 
    I raised my voice to fill the hall.  “Have this Hawkim summoned to my presence.”   
 
    I saw a demon in the back of the room hurry off to handle the matter.  Several of the women in line lifted their hands together. 
 
    “Yes?” I asked. 
 
    One of the women, slightly braver than the rest, spoke up.  “Several of us have come here concerning this person.” 
 
    I didn’t like the pattern I was seeing.  I spoke softly to Imari.  “Did you know this was going on in the cleaning division?” 
 
    “No, my lord.  I have failed you.  I am sorry.” 
 
    “You have not failed me, so shut the fuck up.” 
 
    Her brows arched.  The flames dancing on her head fluttered higher. 
 
    “I called you here to thank you for your services in Fairy.  I appreciate competence.  Keep up the good work,” I said.   
 
    “You didn’t call me to review the after-action reports, and to instruct me in my mistakes?” 
 
    “You came when called.  You handled logistics flawlessly.  You battle plan was competent and effective.  What more can I ask?” 
 
    “But last time…when the Clan House was attacked…” 
 
    “Imari, I’m conquering all time and space.  Soon I’ll be spread even thinner.  I’m becoming an emperor, one who commands kings.  I can’t be tied down micro-managing everything.  Here’s my new policy.  Do the job, keep the job.  Fail me and if its due to incompetence, I will kill you.  Otherwise, learn from your mistakes and get better.  If I didn’t trust you, you would not be my First Sword.” 
 
    A big, male demon came running into the Great Hall.  He wore denim and leather boots, and a tunic of rusty bronze that matched the feathers on his face around his big yellow beak.  He glared quickly at the women in line, then turned his attention to me.  “My lord, I do not know what lies you may have been told, but—” 
 
    I lifted a hand to stop him.     
 
    In the back shadows of my mind, scales scraped.  My inner dragon stirred, his golden eyes opening.  Behind him, imprinted on the darkness was my seal on the shadow-beast.  He glowered at us both with his giant red eye. 
 
    My inner dragon said: Do I really have to share head-space with this guy? 
 
     You should be happy he can’t reach you, I said.   
 
    Caught me by surprise last time.  I’m ready for him now. 
 
    So why are you whining? I asked. 
 
    I’m a dragon, damnit.  I don’t whine. 
 
    Says you.  Shut up now, I’m dispensing justice. 
 
    Are you sure you know what that word means? He asked. 
 
    Shut up! 
 
    The dragon snickered, and I could swear the shadow-beast did, too. 
 
    I turned my attention outward again.  I smiled.  “Hawkim, these women have brought charges concerning your conduct.  Are they true?” 
 
    “My lord, like you, I am a connoisseur of beauty.  I fear my natural appreciation has simply been misunderstood.” 
 
    One of the accusers yelled.  “He raped me!” 
 
    Hawkim turned toward her, an expression of surprise engraved on his face, enhanced by his gaping beak.  He addressed the female demon.  “What?  You didn’t have fun, too?” 
 
    “You broke my arm!” 
 
    “You said you liked it rough.” 
 
    I shaped a shadow-pattern on the back of my left hand and flushed it with golden magic.  A second pattern appeared on my right hand.  It, too, shone with a brief flash of gold.  The first spell gave me Dragon Voice, a command spell.  “Hawkim, have you been preying on these women, abusing your power like a common congressman?” 
 
    In the grip of my spell, the truth was forced out of him.  “Yes, my lord.  Knowing of your rutting exploits, I didn’t think you’d mind.” 
 
    “I find you guilty as charged.” 
 
    “Kicking me out of the Clan?” he asked.  “There are others out there.” 
 
    He hadn’t noticed the pool of darkness under his feel.  He didn’t know what the pattern on my right hand was for.  Black tentacles shot up around him.  They coiled and dragged him into the darkness. His scream lasted only a moment.  Everyone stared at the dark pool on the floor as it shrank and closed. 
 
    “In the future,” I said, “these types of issues should be brought to the attention of the First Sword.  When she is on my throne, she speaks with my voice, and gives you my justice.” 
 
    “My lord!” Imari objected.  “You put too much in my hands.” 
 
    “Imari, are you questioning my judgement?” 
 
    “No, my lord, it’s just that—” 
 
    “Then shut the fuck up and get back to your duty.” 
 
    She came to attention and saluted.  “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    I looked out at the remaining demons.  “Anyone else want to argue with me?” 
 
    Silence answered. 
 
    “Who’s next,” I called. 
 
    Silence grew heavier, thicker. 
 
    I waved them off.  “Then go settle your own problems.” 
 
    There was a sudden rush away from the throne.  The demon workers couldn’t run fast enough. 
 
    I finished my drink, and swirled the ice in the glass.  “Ah, such a pleasant burn!” 
 
    Inside my head, my inner dragon turned to watch the seal and the beast beyond.  The shadow-beast chomped away on Hawkim who’d stopped moving. 
 
    My dragon complained: Why does he get dinner instead of me? 
 
    “You’re still a recovering invalid.  If the kitchen has any green Jell-O, I’ll eat it for you.” 
 
    Don’t do me any favors. 
 
    I watched the last of my petitioners flee the room.  “Yeah, that seems to be the general sentiment.” 
 
    I held up my glass, shaking it to rattle the ice.  I yelled.  “Shui, I need another.  And keep them coming.  I’ve been sober entirely too long.” 
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    Kane led me past a brass plate that simply said: Museum.  Gloria walked beside me as we entered the new chamber of the mansion.   
 
    An art gallery? 
 
    He pointed up. 
 
    I stared.  How could I not.  “It’s me and God!” 
 
    The ceiling was all a giant fresco, an imitation of Man’s Creation from the Sistine Chapel.  I reclined, as if caught in mid-change, half human, half dragon.  I reached a finger-tip to touch a bottle of whisky that floated like God himself in the clouds.  
 
    Michelangelo’s turning over in his grave. 
 
    After absorbing the scene in silent awe, I drifted to a black wall. They were lined with a gazillion snapshots of me.  The first one dated from the moment I stepped into Gloria’s bar as a teenager. The photos documented moments I was proud of, which I hoped would never come to the attention of the police or FBI.  There were moments when I should have been alone with only corpses, and nobody with a camera around for miles. 
 
    I would have noticed. 
 
    I kept moving. 
 
    My life, in endless detail.  How is this possible? 
 
    One picture rivetted my attention. Me, alone—I’d thought so at the time—in the rain, blood leaking from a large number of wounds.  I had a smile on my face.  In a corner of the picture, Kain gave a thumbs-up.  He grinned, barring fangs, eyes red as hell-fire, dressed in a dark suit.  It could be the same suit he now wore.  Vampires like black. 
 
    This picture has to be photoshopped, but the details are right.  Has he managed to roll my mind?  No vampire has ever been able to, but he’s the strongest.  It would mean all this is illusion, for some reason.  Maybe the frames are empty and my subconscious is filling them in. 
 
    Before I could say anything, Kain walked away, waving for us to follow.  More pictures passed.  We went through an open archway and found display cases.  I recognized what was kept here: my old guns, swords, some of them damaged from conflict, and in the center of the space, my very first Mustang that had been stolen years ago. 
 
    I glared at Kane’s back.  “You didn’t…!” 
 
    He kept going.  The next room was the throne room.  The throne itself was carved from black volcanic glass.  There was a red-cushioned seat with an obsidian back that loomed twelve feet, chiseled into the shape of a giant bat fanning wings.  Someone had given the bat eyes made of fist-sized rubies.   
 
    Kane headed straight for the throne, leaving me to look around.  On the immense walls were massive oil paintings, the major events of my life.  I looked across the images, feeling totally Punk’d.   
 
    “Where’s the hidden camera?” I asked. 
 
    “Have you noticed?” Kain’s voice effortlessly filled the space without trying. 
 
    “Our similarities?  Yeah.”   
 
    “When I became what I am, I was told I’d lost my soul, that it would wonder with nowhere to go, but hell on Judgement Day.  It may be an insane fancy, but I have long wondered if that lost soul might not have been reborn—in you.” 
 
    Fangs shining with an ethereal light, Kain pointed at one particular painting.   “Welcomed by darkness, beloved by Death whom you gave this offering, this was your first kill, to make your adoptive father happy.”  His burning eyes came back to me.  “Recently, you killed your bother.  I did the same myself once.  You and I have the same name, though spelt differently.  Our lives have taken similar tracks.” 
 
    I had no idea how to respond. 
 
    Kain gestured.  A servant was just suddenly in the room, holding a tray with Cuban cigars and two glasses of bourbon with Norco on the bottom. Mixing acetaminophen/hydrocodone and alcohol together was a bad idea—for humans.  We had nothing to worry about. 
 
    I took a glass, and a cigar and looked over at Kain, smiling.  “So, you been following me for years?” 
 
    “More like following myself, and as soon as you marry my little Gloria, you will rule over the vampires and I can retire for real.” 
 
    Gloria yelled in a language I’d never heard, the words sharp and angry.   
 
    Kain remained calm.  He pointed at a wall and each painting flipped over, showing new images.  Every single one was of me and Gloria.  They weren’t the kind that should be seen, not that they were pornographic, just intense.  Intimate.  They showed when one of us was distracted and the other observing, both of us stealing glances with naked souls. 
 
    I downed my drink, set the empty glass on the floor, and lit my cigar.  “So, you’ve been spying on both of us?” 
 
    “I’ve seen that which you will not admit to one another, and I have decided that I must act before my own heart breaks.” 
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