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    PROLOGUE: 
 
    PRELUDE TO A STORM 
 
      
 
      
 
    Because I liked the heat in Josh’s eyes, I wore black leggings, the kind that look painted on, and a pink top hanging down mid-thigh.  There was a pair of aqua-blue cat’s eyes on my shirt that matched my eyes and nail polish.  My black hair rose in a pile, anchored by obsidian-headed pins.  A few artful spirals framed my face.  Around my neck, I sported a black leather collar with a small, silver sleigh bell.  It tinkled as I moved fluidly. You’d never know years had passed since I’d last professionally danced.     
 
    Before I became a werecat.   
 
    That transformation had frozen my biological age at twenty-five.   
 
    Looming next to me, leather-face bronzed by the sun, Josh looked thirty-five, wearing a tawny, short-sleeved shirt and faded jeans.  His long legs ended in brown hiking boots, the kind that are good for stomping people in bar fights.  He was hella-tall, with dark blond hair and the squinty eyes of a range-roving cowboy.   
 
    I couldn’t imagine him not being at my side.  Forever. 
 
    Huge and tiny, arm in arm, we strolled along the southern shore of the Cross Lake Marina, on the west edge of Shreveport, of all places.  There were a lot of empty boat slips and a fishing boats waiting under cover for their owners to use.  Around the curve of the lake, were the rental cabins; not cheap.  The three bedroom they rented cost a hundred and forty dollars a day.    
 
    Good thing I kept plenty of emergency cash in our bug-out bag.  We’re not broke, but we do have to be careful.  
 
    As an ex-lawman, Josh had used his Federal contacts to get us the fake IDs we’d used to register the “family reunion” we were supposed to be having over this Memorial Day weekend.   
 
    The club house and office lay behind us.  A lot of things lay behind us; mostly our life in Sacramento.  We couldn’t go back and I didn’t even know all the reasons. 
 
    “I should have told Vivian not to bother with the stuff I left.  They could be watching our place.” 
 
    The mysterious THEY!  
 
    “It will be all right, Kat.” 
 
    Small for a six-year-old, Zahra had the look of her Egyptian heritage: dusky skin, eyes and long silky hair black.  She wore a pink dress with pink flip-flops.  I saw her ahead, sitting on the wrap-around porch of a glorified log cabin, keeping a wary eye out for dangers no one else could see.  
 
    The raised porch stood on stilts, had a flight of stairs, and a boardwalk that ran down-slope to a private landing on the lake.  I had a couple of our Pride’s toms out buying another car, a boat, and a trailer, in case an emergency evacuation was needed. 
 
    Zahra’s gaze met mine.  The girl’s eyes flushed pale gold with the power of a seer. 
 
    Her eyes can pierce any disguise or glamour.  They can see to the heart of all things, piercing the veil of time itself, never getting fooled.  She’s not taking it for granted that I’m who I appear to be. That’s good. 
 
    Zahra had the Eyes of Bastet—actual eyes—not some relic as the supernatural world assumed.  The little girl was an avatar of the cat goddess Bastet, gifted with a small measure of divine power.  Zahra was the latest member of our small Pride.  A wereleopard, she made us a baker’s dozen. 
 
    Unlucky number thirteen.  Bad omen.  Good thing I’m not a scaredy-cat. 
 
    I loved my husband Josh—my rock—he’d backed my play when I’d insisted on this cross country run. 
 
    We threw our lives away because Zahra said a horrible evil was coming.  That sounded crazy, but she’s an honest child, and has the Eyes of Bastet.  How could I argue?  Especially when she said we’d be worse than dead by staying and fighting. 
 
    I sighed heavily.  “So, here we are, half the country behind us.  Do you think it’s enough?” 
 
    Josh shrugged. “We’ll manage like we always do. And sending Vivian back might help a lot. It’s more about her catching the watchers and gathering intelligence than you getting your favorite pumps.” 
 
    “I didn’t want her to go.  She could get hurt.” 
 
    “She’s half vampire and a trained slayer.  I think she can keep herself alive.  She did a good job back when we fought that spirit bear. And anyone who knows her, knows she’s under Deathwalker’s protection.  Besides, we asked Zahra.  She said Vivian was the perfect choice.”  
 
    The cabin door opened as we reached the porch.  Several of my people looked out on the porch.  I gathered Zahra in my arms and herded her inside.  I liked touching the child.  We shifters are touchy-feely by nature, but Zahra reminded me of the child I’d always wanted.  I’d been pregnant when I’d first met Caine, when he’d strong-armed me into become Mistress of Sacramento.  Sadly, I’d miscarried.  The loss and emptiness still haunted me but Zahra filled much of that hole.   
 
    I wonder if she sees that. 
 
    Blonde hardwood floors flowed throughout.  Just inside the door, an arch to the right led to the dining room which connected to a back kitchen.  Both those spaces had white walls and tables for entertaining.  The tabbies were in there, rustling up dinner.  A true tabby is a cat with a striped or brindled coat.  However, other types of shifters thought this meant female.  The cat Prides never bothered correcting the misconception so, over time, the term stuck and we girl cats were stuck with it.  Tabby now meant female—to the irritation of striped males who could no longer call themselves what they were.  By default, all males were called toms. 
 
    Except for Josh.  As a wereliger, half lion, half tiger, no one dared call him anything but sir.  Only I saw the deep streak of kindness under that hard exterior. 
 
    Zahra pulled away from me, crossing to the couch.  She flopped down, getting comfortable, and pulled out a crossword book that helped her with spelling English.  Colt had left her in Las Vegas with a parting gift—a copy of his own precocious vocabulary magically inserted into her brain.  This was not as helpful as he’d intended, much of it still needing sorting out, and her writing skills lagged.  The crosswords were supposed to help with that. 
 
    The scent of grilling shrimp and stir-fried rice proved a fierce distraction, but I focused on business.  My stared caught one of the toms in the living room: Jaime, a thin man in khaki shorts and a black mesh shirt lounging on the L-shaped couch.  He sported an unassuming goatee and had blond dreadlocks fuzzing up his head, gathered back at the nape of his neck.  He thought this lent him a lion-like fierceness.  It didn’t.  He wore a cheap watch, and his kiwi-colored kicks were untied. 
 
    Jamie used a remote control to kill the large-screen TV on the shelf next to the brick chimney.  “What’s up, boss?”   
 
    “You know anything about the shifters in these parts?  It would be nice to know if there’s a friendly clan that won’t mind helping us out.” 
 
     “I’ve heard that there are Gator Clans east, and south of here over in the bayous. Here, in Shreveport, are a lot of misfit rogues that are clanless.  The only real help we might get is from the Black Bear Clan.  They run the city, and turn a blind eye to the rogues, as long as they don’t make trouble.  The bears might resent us dragging trouble into their territory, so I recommend keeping a low profile.” 
 
    I chewed my lower lip.  “Bears, huh?  I don’t like bears.”   
 
    A fey Spirit bear had almost killed Josh once.   I still held a grudge. 
 
    “If it becomes necessary, I’ll deal with them,” Josh said.  “After all, laws of conservation and mass don’t apply to my shifted form.  Unlike other shifters, I’m bigger after my changes, just like a skin-walker or fey.” 
 
    “One or two bears, no problem.  But a clan?”  I shook my head.  “I’m not sure you’re that tough.” 
 
    Josh shrugged too casually.  He apparently thought different but didn’t want to argue.  “You’re forgetting the psychological advantage I have: bears aren’t used to being prey to bigger animals.  They have to stand upright to even reach seven feet.  As a liger, I’m that tall before rearing.  Nor do bears often get a lion-roar to the face.  Something like that, out of nowhere, can freeze the stoutest heart for precious seconds.” 
 
    Jamie grinned, holding up a thumb to Joshua.  “In any fight, my money is on you.” 
 
    I frowned at the male insubordination.  “You don’t have any money.  It’s why you lived in your mother’s basement.” 
 
    A worried look covered Jamie’s face.  “Mom’s going to worry now that I’ve gone off grid.” 
 
    “Can’t be helped,” I said.  “You are not to contact her.  You could be pulling her into danger.” 
 
    “She’ll die.” Zahra spoke without inflection. “Hey, what’s a pod vegetable?  Three letters.” 
 
    “Pea,” Josh said. 
 
    Zahra scribbled the answer. 
 
    I glowered at Josh.  “I think she just wanted to know what a pod was.  Don’t be too helpful.  She needs to figure things out on her own.” 
 
    He scanned the room and peered into the dining room as well.  “Where are the rest of the tabbies?” 
 
    “Sleeping.  Resting up so they’ll be fresh for night-watch,” Jamie said. 
 
    I raised brows.  “Oh, that’s smart.” 
 
    Jaime grinned.  “I may not be your second-in-command any more, but I know procedures.” 
 
    Zahra lifted her head from her book.  “What’s a giant beaked monster that lives under water?” 
 
    “Octopus?” Jamie said. 
 
    “Giant squid!” one of the girls in the kitchen yelled.  Werecat hearing surpassed human; there were few secrets in a clan house, despite closed doors. Nor was there such a thing as a private phone call. 
 
    “Kraken,” Josh said.  “Monster from Greek mythology.” 
 
    I huffed.  “I told you guys to let her do the book on her own.  That’s cheating.” 
 
    Zahra rolled her eyes.  “But it’s fine when I help you?  Besides, that’s not from my book.  I was just wondering.” 
 
    Curious, I drifted to the couch and sat down by her.  “Why?” 
 
    Zahra’s eyes had dimmed to black but now warmed with a shimmer of gold.  “There’s one in the lake, waiting for dark so he can surface and not be seen.” 
 
    Joshua went to the front door and peered out its glass window toward the lake.  “You have got to be yanking my tail.” 
 
    “There’s a kraken in the lake?” Jamie asked.  Voices echoed the question from the kitchen. 
 
    Zahra smiled.  “It’s there to protect us.  Colt put it there.   He’s going to join us for dinner.”  She stood, took several steps toward the fireplace, and stopped.   
 
    There was a whirl of copper-red stars and curling gusts of rusty glitter like a CGI transporter effect.  A silhouette of red-copper light filled out, the size and shape of a nine-year-old boy.  The light snapped out.  Colt stood there in a black hoodie and jeans.  The hoodie had a huge white skull on its front.  His feet were sheathed in brown suede hiking boots with lime green laces.  His eyes shone, copper coins.  His hair drank light, a midnight-red close to black. 
 
    He smiled.  “Hi guys, I’m back.” 
 
    Zahra threw herself at him.   
 
    He was forced to catch her and return the hug. 
 
    I felt jealous swamp me.  I did all the work of a loving mommy, but Colt got all the loving.  Remembering I was the adult, I shoved my irritation down into a deep, dark hole and back-kicked fresh dirt over it. 
 
    I said, “You’re just in time for dinner.  From the smell, it should be ready.” 
 
    Colt and Zahra smiled and answered in tandem.  “We know.” 
 
    I left the couch, padding to the dining room, and rolled my eyes on the way.   
 
    Omniscient children!  Spare me. 
 
    Not that I meant it. 
 
    Josh followed me to the big picnic-style table.  I rounded it to settle on the back bench.  Josh sat next to me.  The tabbies carried over platters of food and a big bowl of salad.  Colt and Zahra sat opposite of me and Josh, in chairs.  The rest of the werecats joined us as the food passed. 
 
    Josh stared at Colt.  “A kraken?” 
 
    Colt’s face brightened even more.  Yeah, Mom was just going to dissect him for science, so I rescued him.  His name’s Fred.  He likes krill, shark, and tuna.” 
 
    At one end of the table, Suzanne picked a shrimp off her plate by the tail and dunked it in lemon-ketchup.  She held it near her mouth.  She made like a kraken and crunched down on the grilled morsel, chewing it with a purr in her throat.  “Who doesn’t?  So good!” 
 
    “You girls always do a wonderful job.”  I liked to encourage my people with appreciation, and Suzanna was our head chief, gifted at what she did.  Linda and Missy were her helpers.  I had no doubt that if the girls were to open up their own restaurant, they’d make money hand over fist. 
 
    My stare sought out Zahra.  If she saw what I was going to say, I wouldn’t have to say it. 
 
    The child sighed as if being put upon by a savage, uncaring universe.  “I know, I’ve got kitchen clean up tonight.” 
 
    Bingo! 
 
    Colt paused with a forkful of fried rice hovering over his plate.  He slanted her a look.  “Don’t worry, I’ll help.” 
 
    “Okay.”  Zahra didn’t return the look, busy snagging some garlic bread going around.  She put some on her plate and his.  “There you go,” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. 
 
    A golden gleam played across Zahra’s eyes.  She frowned, looking up at Joshua.  “Morrie and Rick are in trouble.  They’re saying a lot of bad words.  One of them is bleeding.  Bad.  You’d better go get them.” 
 
    “Where?” Josh’s bass voice rumbled. 
 
    Colt’s eyes burned bright copper-red, hazing the air over the table.   
 
    Maybe he’s conferring with one of his future selves.   
 
    This Colt wasn’t born yet; he’d traveled back in time to hang out with his dad, Caine, before things got “truly bad”, whatever that meant.  Probably, the only ones who knew besides Colt was his mom and Zahra.  
 
    Colt said, “They followed their noses to a shifter bar a few blocks down the street.  There seems to be an argument over a girl.” 
 
    Jamie nodded sagely.  “Isn’t that always the case?” 
 
    I joined all the tabbies give him a look of disgust. 
 
    Joshua left his seat.  He circled the table to Colts chair.  “Take me there.” 
 
    “I’m underage.  I’m not allowed in bars.” 
 
    Josh continued to loom behind him.  “I’m going to have to insist.” 
 
    A copper-red light blurred Colt and swelled larger.  The light seeped back inside him, leaving a stranger there.  He had the same midnight red hair but the hoodie was gone.  He wore black denim jeans, a black sleeveless tee, and fingerless black-leather gloves.  The lack of sleeves revealed a tattoo around his right bicep: three strands of barbwire, several points dripping tears of blood.  Strapped across his back was a black-lacquered sheath.  Over his shoulder, I saw the hilt shimmering with an infernal red light. 
 
    Staring, I drew a sharp breath.   
 
    Demon sword. 
 
    The nineteen-year-old who resembled Colt pushed back from the table, sliding his chair as he stood.  Strapped to his right thigh, a hunting knife came into view.   
 
    “What the hell?” Jamie said. 
 
    “I’m Colt, too,” the young man said.  “An older Colt from further up the timeline.”  He looked up into Josh’s face.  “Fine.  I’ll take you.”  He grasped Josh’s arm.  There was a wash of light, a swirl of copper-red stars, and a dusting of copper sparks that went out as they hit the floorboards.   
 
    I blinked.  Josh and Colt were gone.  “Hey, I wanted to go, too!” 
 
    Zahra stood by her chair, looking past Colt’s abandoned seat— 
 
    from which he’d vanished.  She sighed from the depths of her preadolescent heart.  “He’s dreamy!” 
 
    One of the tabbies said, “Girl, you better grab him fast.  Once he hits the market, he’s going to get snatched up fast.” 
 
    Zahra glowered back.  “Don’t get no ideas.  I saw him first.” 
 
    “You’re only six,” I said.  “Boys are a long way off in your future.” 
 
    Zahra shifted her glare to me.  I thought I’d pissed her off. 
 
    But then she said, “I want a tattoo.  A heart made out of barbwire.” 
 
    “You’re too young,” I said. “Sit down and finish your dinner.” 
 
    “When I’m older, you’ll get me one?” Zahra asked. 
 
    Can’t you see that?  What don’t you see? 
 
    She continued to stare, waiting. 
 
    I sighed.  “If you haven’t changed your mind by then.” 
 
    Her eyes shimmered gold.  “I won’t.” 
 
    It was Suzanne’s turn to sigh.  “A hot guy in tight jeans, who could ask for more?” 
 
    “I’m hot,” Jaime said. 
 
    As if they’d practiced, the kitchen tabbies shook their heads and spoke in unison: “No.  You’re not.” 
 
    Jamie picked up his plate and walked into the living room to finish eating alone.  The TV came on, loud, but I heard him sniffing. 
 
    I glared at the tabbies.  “That’s mean.  You made him cry.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The wash of red light peeled away.  Colt and I stood outside a bar painted dark garnet.  A sign over the door said Corner Pocket.  The windows were tinted to the point where no light could pass.  There was a lack of neon signs advertising assorted beers in those windows.  I remembered passing this place on the way to the Marina earlier in the day. 
 
    Only a few cars and motorcycles were parked in the lot.  I noticed a battered pickup with a trailer and fishing boat attached.  The pickup was clan property.  The boat showed that, if nothing else, the toms had finished their errand before turning stupid. 
 
    They were supposed to come straight back.  We’re trying to keep a low profile in this town.  
 
    “Odd looking bar.”  Colt moved toward a side door.  
 
    “Not a public bar,” I said.  “More like a biker front.  They probably deal drugs to support the club.” 
 
    Colt froze with his hand on the door, looking back at me.  “By the way, I moved us in time coming here, so you can see things unfold.  No one’s hurt yet.” 
 
    “So right now, I’m also back at the cabin?” 
 
    Colt shook his head no.  “You’re walking the shore of the lake, about to reach the cabin.  By the time we’re done here, the you in the cabin will have popped out, and it will be safe for me to take you back.” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow, stopping behind Colt.  “Say I went back and found myself there now, what would happen?” 
 
    “I think you know.” 
 
    “Indulge me.” 
 
    “Duplicate matter can’t occupy the same point in time and space.  There would be a spatial and temporal implosion and one or both of you would be trapped between seconds—or violently annihilated.  I’m not sure which.” 
 
    I nodded, a piece of the puzzle falling into place.  “That’s why the younger you waited years to come back in time, to a point where you haven’t been born yet?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “So, when you’re born, you’ll be leaving?” 
 
    “It’ll still be safe for me because I’ll have been growing older in the past.  The human body replaces every cell, every seven years.  Proximity is only a problem for organisms that have cells within the same seven years—like you and the you back at the cabin.”  Colt opened the door and led the way in. 
 
    “Good to know.”  I followed.  We stood together in a large space with a vaulted ceiling and dim lighting—nothing my eyes couldn’t process.  Though in human form, my senses were wereliger sharp.   
 
    The first thing I noticed were two pool tables in use, a corner bar to the right with an older blonde biker-chick handing out bottles of beers, and the sharp smell of gator.  Most of the regulars were human, but at the farthest pool table, the bald man in leather pants and vest with unnaturally bright yellow-green eyes was a definite shifter.   
 
    Behind him, waiting for the table, were our missing toms.  Rick leaned on his pool stick, watching the gator-shifter knock around balls. Rick looked younger than he was; as a shifter, he’d stopped aging at the time he’d been infected with the were-virus.  He wore a dungaree shirt with jeans, and a purple bandana to hold back a hair-style popular in the eighties among glam rockers.  
 
    Morrie Chan wore black pants and a crimson tee with a black Thunder Cats logo on it.  He leaned against the far wall, sleepy-eyed, a thin mustachio giving him a Fu Manchu look.  For an Asian-American, he was big.  A devotion to weight-lifting gave him a ripped upper body, and too much confidence.  He’d been Kat’s enforcer before me. 
 
    This situation was simply stupid; both toms had to be able to smell the gator on the pool player, and the bald man wasn’t small.     
 
    If they had two brain cells between them to rub together, they’d be staying clear of him.     
 
    Straightening from a shot, the shooter easily reached six-four.  Circling the table, he shot a hard look at the toms.  “I’m going to be here a while. “Why don’t you boys go buy a beer or something?”  The flat, rumbling voice made it more an order than a suggestion.   
 
    Morrie grinned.  “We’re good, thanks.” 
 
    Idiot! 
 
    The back of the shooter’s leather vest had the head of an alligator with jaws open wide.  There was no club name.  It certainly wasn’t the Grey Ghosts MC logo; this was supposed to be their territory.   I’d checked on the way from California. 
 
    I looked over the other jackets being worn elsewhere.  They were unadorned: outlaw riders with no official club.   
 
    I also noticed that customers at the bar spoke English with Brazilian accents, the th sounds coming out as efs.  One curious fact: their right arms had tatts of a spiraling jungle vine with small leaves.  The vines grew higher on some than on others. 
 
    Ranking. 
 
    The front door opened and a Hispanic teen strolled in wearing tight jeans and a white tee.  Her hair was tied in back and she wore bright red lipstick and blue eyeshadow, not that her beauty needed artificial enhancement. As the door swung shut behind her, she approached the man in the gator jacket. 
 
    “Enter trouble,” Colt said. 
 
    Seeing her, Morrie elbowed Rick to get his attention.  They watched the girl the way a cat eyes a bowl of fresh milk.   
 
    The girl stopped close to the gator shifter.  She smiled.  “Hey, Ringo, can I play with your stick?” 
 
    Girl’s playing with fire. 
 
    Ringo looked her over, hunger in his yellow-green stare.  “Come back when you’re not jailbait, Rita.”  He turned to the table and started lining up his next shot on a side pocket.   
 
    He knows her. 
 
    The girl wrinkled her nose at him and turned away.  She saw the toms eyeing her.  Her hips swayed, a subliminal invitation, as she strolled around to them.  Stopping with her hands behind her back, she played at shyness.  “Buy a girl a drink?”  
 
    Colt moved close and whispered to me. “Here’s where it all goes sideways.” 
 
    The shooter looked up from his shot and glowered.  “No.  Get out.  All of you.  Rita, go home to your momma.” 
 
    Morrie straightened, rocking off the wall, leaving his stick.  He smiled.  “Fine.  There are other bars in town.”  He tugged on Ricks arm, moving toward the front door.   
 
    Rick took a few steps, willing enough to go, but pulled free and he took the girl’s arm in passing.  “Come along darlin’, I’ll buy you anything you want.”  He tossed his stick onto the table.  Balls clacked and rolling.  The room went deathly quiet except for the rebounding balls.   
 
    The dozen patrons watched closely.  
 
    The shooter stared at his spoiled shot, and leaned his stick against the table, tension in every muscle in his body.   
 
    Joshua recognized the signs of an imminent explosion.  He launched himself to intercept.  The toms were stupid, but also Pride.  Protecting the Pride was his job. 
 
    Ringo’s fingers splayed, claw-tips popping out in a partial change. The backs of his hands became bumpy bark.  Similar scutes poked out the back of his neck.  His teal blue shirt tore out at the shoulders as he bulked up, stretching the vest tight.  The exposed shoulders had more bony plates.  His soft roar wasn’t impressive, a low rumble like a distant motorcycle trying and failing to rev.   
 
    His beast was close to the surface. 
 
    I knew there wouldn’t be more gator traits filling in; a full conversion would be painful and take too much time.  The toms would be long gone before the change was done.  Few shifters had the strength to force a full-body change fast enough for an immediate crisis.  It’s why so many shifters focus on partial change as a battle technique.   
 
    Rita saw Ringo coming.  She smiled in triumph.  “Oh?  Change your mind?  Too bad.  I’m with my new friends now.” 
 
    Ringo ignored her, eyes on the toms. 
 
    From their panicked stares, I knew they finally saw serious trouble coming.  And they looked likely to hide behind the girl rather than get the human out of danger. 
 
    The idiots haven’t even realized I’m here. 
 
    That wasn’t true for Ringo.  He caught himself, stopping and turning as I approached.  Ringo’s eyes were deep-set, the brow jutting.  Each eye had upper and lower lids.  The pupils were vertical.  His jaw looked swollen, as if the bones were reforming, thickening, and even closed, his mouth had visible upper teeth on display.   
 
    He managed to speak.  “You’re with the cats?” 
 
    I stopped as well.  “I am.” 
 
    Ringo’s slit-like nostrils flared.  His stare traveled me down and up again.  “You’re not like them.” 
 
    “They’re toms, basic werecat.  I’m more…exotic.”  I slanted the toms a glare.  “Get the hell out of here and stop picking up underage girls.” 
 
    Rick and Morrie didn’t argue, scuttling out the door like their tails were on fire.   
 
    Abandoned, Rita put her fists on her hips.  “Well, how do you like that?” 
 
    “You looking for trouble?” Ringo asked me. 
 
    “I am trouble—the lethal variety.  But, no.  We’re going, too.” 
 
    “We?”  Ringo turned his head and took another deep sniff as Colt came up. 
 
    I smelled Ringo’s fear, an acidic tang in the air.  He backed from Colt, eyes wide.  The shifter all but stumbled over his own feet, backing to the pool table. 
 
    There were surprised murmurs from the club’s patrons at the bar, the men with the vine tattoos.   
 
    They’re wondering what Ringo sees in a teenage boy that they’re missing.  Or they think he’s gone crazy. 
 
    Ringo said, “You’re dragon-born!” 
 
    Colt smiled.  “It’s worse than that.  Mom’s a dragon goddess and dad’s a shadow mage.” 
 
    “That’s a demon sword you’re carrying,” Ringo added. 
 
    Colt nodded.  “Sure is.  Looking for trouble?” 
 
    Ringo shook his head no.  “Don’t pick a fight you know you’ll lose; that’s my motto.” 
 
    “That’s smart.”  Colt tilted his head toward me.  “All by himself, Josh could have broken you into small pieces.” 
 
    I suspected a metaphoric cat was about to be let out of the bag.  I wanted to head that off.  “Colt, stop!”   
 
    “Wereligers do that, you know?” 
 
    Damn.  I’m outed.  Did he do that on purpose? 
 
    “Liger?”  Ringo turned his stare from Colt to me.  “I’ve only ever heard of one wereliger.  A Fed who works with the Preternatural Response Teams in Texas.” 
 
    “Ex-Fed,” I said.  “I don’t do that anymore.  I’m a Pride enforcer now.  Just another civilian.” 
 
    Despite my reassurances, the bar emptied quickly.  Moments later, Colt and I were alone with Ringo.  We listened to outside vehicles start-up and peel out.   
 
    Ringo sighed.  “I’m out of a job and I don’t think they’ll pay me now.” 
 
    “We’re hiring,” Colt said, “But it might involve a lot of justifiable homicide before we’re done.” 
 
    Ringo shrugged.  “Death is part of life.  I don’t mind as long as I have a fighting chance to survive—and a good paycheck.” 
 
    I looked at Colt.  “We’re hiring?” 
 
    Colt met my stare.  “First time around you didn’t.  The time-line will go better with this little change.” 
 
    My turn to shrug.  “Fine.  Your choice: your responsibility.” 
 
    He nodded.  “Fine.  He works for me.”  Colt shifted his attention to Ringo who’d gotten over his fear and now perched on the edge of the pool table.  “Do you want fairy silver or gold bars?” 
 
    Ringo smiled, his face slipping back into more human proportions.  “Gold will do just fine, Boss.” 
 
    I said, “Go to the cabins down at the Cross Lake Marina.  We’ll fill you in there.  And the less you tell anyone about us, the better.”  I caught Colt’s gaze.   “Is it safe to go back now?” 
 
    “Sure.”  Colt stepped close to me and nodded toward Ringo.  “Later, dude.”  Copper-red light wrapped around Colt and me.  Gravity fluttered.  The shell of light collapsed, and we were back at the cabin, at the arch between dining room and living room.  Older Colt was gone, replaced by the nine-year-old version, though he still had on a black sleeveless tee that showed off a barbwire tattoo. 
 
    The front door opened and Morrie came in ahead of Rick.  They closed the door behind them, circled Josh, and headed for the food on the table as if they weren’t in trouble. 
 
    Playing with restraint, Kat murmured instead of yelling. “What took you guys so long?” 
 
    “Loading the boat in the water,” Rick said.  “Do you know there’s a giant squid down there in the water.  I nearly pissed my pants.” 
 
    I poked Colt’s tatt.  “Is that real?” 
 
    “Real as I want it to be.”  He lifted a bent arm and flexed.  Having little muscle—real or otherwise—it looked much less impressive than on his older self. 
 
    Zahra ran up to squeeze his arm and stare at the tatt.  “Oooo.  That’s so cool.” 
 
    Young Colt grinned.  “I know, right?  I’m so glad I thought of it.” 
 
    “Do me!”  Zahra said. 
 
    Kat sputtered into her drinking water.   
 
    The tabbies giggled.   
 
    Kat slammed her glass down and glared from the table.  “You better be talking about tattoos, young lady, and the answer is still no.  It’s not legal, magical or otherwise.  Now, all of you, come finish dinner so we can all go down and make friends with the kraken.  If it’s staying, we want to be on its good side.” 
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    “The Red Moon Demon—that handsome 
 
     bastard—isn’t painted red by moon- 
 
    light, it’s dripping blood you see.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    So far, so good.  No one’s tried to kill me all day. 
 
    I sat behind the Red Centipede Rider, her long red hair a curtain down her back.  I smelled the lingering herbal bouquet scent of her shampoo. Her bug-ride undulated, a soothing ripple of motion as we left the street, going in through a wrought-iron gate, past cameras, up the long sweeping drive, to a three-story mansion.  The gate closed itself behind us. 
 
    “Thanks for the ride,” I said. 
 
    “No problem.  Should I wait or come back later?” 
 
    “Up to you.  You have the new phone I bought you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “If you’re not here when I ‘m done, I’ll call to touch base.” 
 
    I jumped off her giant bug.  It turned its head to watch me with compound eyes but didn’t try and eat me for dinner. 
 
    I went past cameras that swiveled to follow me.  Hidden security.  Reaching the front door, I knocked.  It opened.  Gloria smiled a greeting and stepped back so I could enter a foyer with its wide, staircase winding up and around to an unseen landing.  She led me to the left wing.  Our steps echoed on marble floors.  White plaster walls were on either side.  Black oak accents were prominent: all in an expensive minimalism. Gloria strolled beside me, quiet, her thoughts kept from her lovely face, but a subtle tension possessed her spine.  Several doors down, we went in where a brass plate said: MUSEUM.   
 
    A private art gallery? 
 
    Lord Kain—whom she called “Grandfather”—met us there.  He stood tall and dapper in a formal tux with shiny lapels, white dress shirt, and a hell-red bow tie.  He pointed upward. 
 
    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 up there, as if caught mid-change: half-human, half-dragon. I reached a finger-tip to touch a massive bottle of whiskey that floated in the clouds, my personal God.  
 
    Michelangelo’s turning over in his grave. 
 
    After absorbing the scene in silent awe, I drifted. The walls 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 felt 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.  Part of my mind noticed Gloria crowding me more than usual, being protective.  I looked over a few more pictures stolen from my past.  Gloria all but drooled on me. 
 
    “What’s wrong,” I whispered.  “Forgot to feed when you climbed out of your coffin?” 
 
    Red fire glazed her eyes.  “That’s not it.  You smell so damned good.   I just want to nibble away on you.” 
 
    “No.  Get a grip, Gloria.”  Weirded out, I shrugged her off me and kept looking at the pictures. 
 
    My life, in endless cataloged detail.  How is this possible? 
 
    One picture riveted 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 busy filling them. 
 
    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 the items kept here: old guns, swords, some of them damaged from conflict, and in the center of the space, my first Mustang—that had been stolen years ago. 
 
    I glared at Kain’s back.  “You didn’t…!” 
 
    “Finders, keepers.”  He speeded his steps. 
 
    Bastard!  And I thought I was bad. 
 
    The next room was an audience room.  The throne 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.   
 
    Kain headed straight for the throne, leaving me to gawk in place.  Massive oil paintings hung on immense walls, illustrating major events from my life.  I scanned the images, feeling totally Punk’d.  This all seemed an elaborate gag. 
 
    “Where’s the hidden camera?” I asked. 
 
    “Have you noticed…?” Kain’s voice effortlessly filled the great space without trying. 
 
    “Our similarities?  Yeah.”   
 
    “When I became what I am, I was told I’d lost my soul, that it would wander with nowhere to go but hell on Judgment 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.  An unfortunate necessity he told you.”  Kain’s burning eyes came back to me.  “And recently, you killed your brother.  I did the same myself once.  Killed my brother, not yours.  You and I have the same name, though spelt differently.  Our lives have taken similar tracks.  Just coincidence?” 
 
    I had no idea how to respond. 
 
    Kain gestured.  A ghost servant faded into the room, holding a tray with Cuban cigars and two glasses of bourbon with Norco on the bottom. Mixing acetaminophen/hydrocodone and alcohol 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’ve been following me for years?” 
 
    “More like following myself.  Soon as you marry my little Gloria, she will be set to rule over the vampires and I can retire for real, knowing she has a strong protector.” 
 
    Gloria yelled in a strange language, words sharp and angry.   
 
    Kain remained calm.  He pointed at a wall and each painting flipped over, showing new images.  Every single one: me and Gloria.  They weren’t the kind that should be seen, not that they were pornographic, just intense.  Intimate.  They caught moments when one of us was distracted, the other observing; stealing glances from a naked soul. 
 
    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.  I decided that I must act before my own heart breaks.  So, please forgive an old man’s meddling.” 
 
    “I do not want to risk the friendship I have with Caine,” Gloria said.   
 
    “It is time to consolidate power, my dear.”  Kain took a sip of bourbon.  “You must wed by my command or challenge me for the throne.  I insist on giving you a mate you can appreciate.  Where will your esteemed friendship go if some other husband commands you to lift your hand against Caine?  Many in our community have rightfully grown alarmed at the power he has gathered. They fill threatened.” 
 
    “Still…” Gloria trailed off, well able to see that her only real options were to give in or kill the oldest vampire of all.  Neither appetizing. 
 
    I sigh.  “Okay, how about this; I become her consort, and no one has to know what goes on in the bedroom—or what doesn’t.  And if we want to stay merely friends in private, we’ll have that choice.” 
 
    Gloria slanted me a probing glance.  “You’d do that?” 
 
    “Sure.  What’s one more wife.  Since it’s known I’m already spread thin that way, I wouldn’t be expected to cohabitate with you on a year-round basis.”  It also meant I didn’t have to conquer the vampires to get them on my side.  Few of them would risk angering Gloria, let alone Kain. 
 
    Kain lit his cigar and took a couple puffs.  “I want your union to be more than show, but I will not force the issue.  I have faith that—as you draw together to face down willful holdouts—true passion will fire and hormones will do the rest.  Both of you are weak against one another.  That’s what I’m counting on.” 
 
    “So, what’s next?” I asked. 
 
    “A formal ball here at my estate with all the vampire Masters of the Cities summoned to bear witness of your formal betrothal.  As is the way of our people, they can voice their objections—and have them dismissed.  Those few that grow too insistent may challenge me for the throne.”  He took another puff.  “As my champion, either of you can meet them sword to sword for the right to do as you please.” 
 
    “I’ll take those fights,” I asked. 
 
    “That, I will not allow.” Gloria glared at us both.  “I fight my own battles and do my own killing.” 
 
    Kain nodded.  “Certainly, we wouldn’t want to steal your fun.  And if Caine shows he is strong enough protects you, others might say we sold him our princess to buy our safety—that our fate is not in our own hands.  We can’t have that.  Even married, Gloria will rule our people.  Caine will be seen as merely her sexual plaything.” 
 
    “Damn vampire politics!” I muttered.   
 
    I’m going to find someway to take those fights. 
 
    A servant came running up to the throne.  He offered a hasty bow.  “My Lord, we are besieged!” 
 
    Kain drained his bourbon and tapped out the cigar.  He left the glass and still smoldering cigar on the arm of the throne, standing.  “How many attackers?” 
 
    “Two, my Lord.  There is a lady breaking in the door.  She is attended by a monster.” 
 
    Kain’s eyes burned with more that battle lust.  “A lady?  Is she attractive?” 
 
    “A goddess, my Lord.  A redhead in a chain mail bikini with a massive sword.  The beast with her is a giant red centipede-demon.” 
 
    “Bikini, you say?  Interesting challenge.  Fetch me a chain cutter and a can of Raid.” 
 
    “Yes, my Lord.” The servant hurried off. 
 
    “She’s here with me,” I said. 
 
    Kain laughed.  “Oh, nice try, Caine, but you can’t have all the beautiful women in the world.  Even you have limits.” 
 
    “No, honest.  She calls herself the Red Centipede Rider.  She’s a goddess from this hell-dimension I escaped from during the Old Man’s Las Vegas wedding.  Since I accidentally brought her here, I took responsibility by helping her get settled.  And she’s my ride.” 
 
    “One should never keep a beautiful woman waiting, goddess or not.  Let’s go greet the lady.”  Kain lead the way across the throne room, quickly bringing us to the foyer of the house where the left and right wings merged.   
 
    A servant met us with a silver tray.  On the tray was a cutter and a can of insecticide.   
 
    Red occupied the gap where a door had been kicked in, but she’d made little more progress, having to keep her willful mount from following her.  The saddled centipede was too big for the entrance, but not quite convinced of it.  
 
    The Rider glared.  “I told you to stay out there.  I won’t be long.” 
 
    Even from the back, she looked damned fine.  The chain mail bikini did little to hide her wondrous pear-shaped ass.  Most of her back was bare, the chain bra’s strap hid under a full-bodied cascade of red curls.  Well-muscled, she easily towered six-feet.  The sword strapped diagonally across her back appeared nearly as long.  Her gloves and boots were made of russet-brown leather. 
 
    Though decidedly fuckable, I hadn’t gotten around to trying her out.  Keeping my existing harem happy while conquering the multiverse was time-consuming. 
 
    Kain took the cutter in hand. 
 
    “I wouldn’t mess with the bug-spray,” I whispered.  You’ll just make it mad.” 
 
    He considered the giant bug.  “You might be right.” 
 
    Hearing us, Red Centipede Rider spun in place.  Her gaze slid across Kain and Gloria, to me.  Her expression warmed with a smile. “Caine, there you are!  I got bored and there are no convenience stores near here.  And Horatio is starving!  I barely stopped him from going after the guard dogs.” 
 
    “Those are Carpathian wolves,” Kain said.  “They are released at night and would put up a fierce battle.” 
 
    “Centipedes are poisonous,” I said.  “To the side of those black mandibles, those hornlike front arms contain poison glans.  Those higher tubes pointing backwards contain sensory organs. The compound eyes on the blunt head are primitive—they discern shadow and light, not much else.” 
 
    Red gave me an approving nod.  “You know your centipedes.” 
 
    “Well, I like to research things I might one day have to kill.” 
 
    Kain nodded.  “I’ve always admired your studiousness in that regard.” 
 
    I spoke to Red.  “Why don’t you join us for dinner and send the beast back to its island pen.  I did stock up on cows for you two.” 
 
    “You don’t mind?” she asked. 
 
    “Certainly not.  I’m sure Kain can manage an unexpected guest.” 
 
    He smiled.  “Perhaps I can help you slip into something more comfortable.  Doesn’t that chafe you in…sensitive places?” 
 
    “Well, yes, to be honest, but a warrior goddess has certain standards to maintain.”  She waved Horatio away.  A crimson glow of light enveloped the invertebrate.  The light dimmed and faded and the centipede was gone. 
 
    Gloria came forward and took the girl’s arm.  “Come with me.  I have some clothing here.  I’ll find you something glamorous.” 
 
    “That’s kind of you.”  The Rider freed her arm long enough to unstrap her sheathed—godawful big—broadsword.   
 
    A servant hurried forward to take it.  He struggled with the weight which told me it was unbelievably dense.  Vampire minions share blood with their masters and are strong, if not as strong as fully-turned vamps. 
 
    Kain noticed this as well, lifting an eyebrow in surprise.  We both watched the girls hit the staircase landing and climb from sight, rounding the bend. 
 
    “Do you know what I’m thinking?” I asked. 
 
    “Probably the same thing I am.  That perhaps we should skip straight to desert?” 
 
    “No, a starving woman is peckish.  I was thinking more along the lines of following dinner up with a few hands of strip poker.”  
 
    “I know what’s in it for me,” Kain said.  “but unless you plan on making Gloria your woman…” 
 
    “Well, I just happen to have the phone number of some were-kitties on speed-dial…if you don’t mind a few more guests barging in.” 
 
    “Were-cat blood?  I can’t say I’ve ever sampled it.” 
 
    “They have more to offer.  Shifters have greater endurance than human woman, and far fewer inhibitions.  This is bound to be an all-night affair.” 
 
    “My cook may not be fully prepared for such an invasion.” 
 
    “Send out for sushi.  I’ll pay.”  I took out my phone and punched in a number. 
 
    “No need.  I’ll send my driver.” 
 
    The connection went through.  “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi, Dani.  It’s Caine.  Do you girls want to visit a mansion and have sushi?” 
 
    “You’re not trying to ambush us with another orgy, are you?” 
 
    “Definitely.” 
 
    “Great.  Let me get a pen and write down the address.” 
 
    “In some ways,” Kain said, “you can teach even me a thing or two.”  
 
    “We know what we love best,” I said.  “You know death, blood, and violence.  I know booze, weapons, and women of many varieties.” 
 
    Kain nodded.  “We are gods within an oblivious world.” 
 
    I nodded.  Though I am too modest to say it myself, I find I can’t disagree.” 
 
    We watched a fresh flood of servants sweep in and gather the fragments of shattered door. 
 
    “So, Caine, if I had to kill a giant centipede…” 
 
    “A hand grenade in the open mouth or a sword in the top of the head would be my play.  Or I’d just turn into a dragon and eat it.” 
 
    “I can’t image the taste.” 
 
    “Hungry dragons don’t care much about flavor.  They flame-roast most everything, and besides, their taste buds are different.  Things that would gag us in human form go down easily with them.” 
 
    “I understand you have a dragon wife as well?” 
 
    “Well, she has hung onto that aspect, but evolved much higher ages ago.  Selene’s the Red Moon Goddess.” 
 
    “I have heard the stories.  Is she really so exorbitantly insane?” 
 
    A woman’s voice sounded behind me.  “Yes, dear heart, am I?” 
 
    “Insanely good in bed.”  I turned with a smile on my face.   
 
    There she stood in a long, crimson, silk gown.  Red cuprite earrings glinted on her ears.  She wore a cuprite necklace set in red-gold.  The crystallized copper-oxide was mined on the Red Moon; her personal jewelry line sold across the multiverse at many outlets. Her lipstick matched the red shade, displayed in a too-wide smile.   
 
    “Selene, my love, allow me to introduce you to Lord Kain, Master of all the vampire clans.  Lord Kain, this Selene, whom I love with an undying passion.” 
 
    She cocked her head at me.  “And yet you’re planning an orgy…without me!” 
 
    “I thought you might be bonding with Colt.  I haven’t seen him in a while.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m here.  He’s run away from home.  I am quite distraught.” 
 
    Not that it shows. 
 
    “Run to where?” I asked. 
 
    She leaned in, forcing me to catch her.  She sighed, her cheek against my beating heart.  “I wish I knew.”  She gave out a dramatic sob. 
 
    “You have to know.  You don’t experience time linearly.  One of your future selves can tell you. 
 
    “You’d think so, but not this time.”  She pulled back a little and looked into my eyes.  “Caine, you simply must do something!” 
 
    “I can’t just call a bunch of people for an orgy and not show.  What will people say?” 
 
    Her face hardened.  The red light of her eyes hazed us both.  “I have never surgically removed a cock before, but you tempt me.” 
 
    “I’ll get right on it,” I said. 
 
    “Leave the orgy to me,” Kain said.  “I will do my best to see that you are not missed.” 
 
    I glared.  “Awful nice of you.”  
 
    He smiled.  “Think nothing of it.” 
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    “Damn, this fatal charm—such a curse!” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Have you got any ideas where we should look?” I asked Selene. 
 
    “I asked Julia.  She hasn’t seen him since Las Vegas.”  Selene crossed her arms under her breasts, plumping them up. 
 
    There was a click. 
 
    I glanced at a spot of air and saw a small floating camera lit by a spectral green glow.  The camera clicked again, swinging around to get Selene from a fresh angle. 
 
    I glanced at Kain.  “What the fuck?” 
 
    He shrugged.  “What’s the use of being Lord of Spirits if I can’t use them to add to my collection. 
 
    That’s right.  Kain is a necromancer, known for his craft.  He’s had ages to perfect his skills. 
 
    Ghost cameras explained some of the pictures in the Museum where I could have sworn I’d been alone.   
 
    “Time and place,” I chided him.  “Boundaries.” 
 
    “But I don’t have any pictures of your beautiful wife.  Surely you would not begrudge me this opportunity?” 
 
    The camera floated to a new spot. 
 
    Selene struck a jaunty pose, hand on hip, a gleam of red hazing her eyes.  She smiled for the camera, then turned a serious face toward me.  “Could he be with that other child?”   
 
    I drew a blank on her reference. My confusion must have shown because she elaborated.   
 
    “The girl with the Eyes of Bastet.  The one we brought out of the Old West.” 
 
    “Hey!”  Kain interrupted.  “You’ve got the Eyes of Bastet, and a new girl, and no one told me?” 
 
    I frowned at him.  “She’s just a child, my son’s friend.”  I paused as a light bulb went on over my head.  “And she happens to be missing now—as well as Kat, Joshua, and the rest of the Sacramento Pride.  There could be a connection.” 
 
    “Sacramento?” Selene said.  “You know where the werecat lair is?” 
 
    “I’ve been there.” 
 
    She fanned a hand through the air.  A disc of red light formed, swelling to a size where it could be entered.  The surface imploded.  The disc became tunnel of energy.  Selene stepped in, tugging me along by his wrist.  The portal closed.  There was a moment where gravity flickered and restored itself.  The walls of the tunnel passed contracted.  We stood on the walkway in front of the Easter-egg colored Victorian owned by Kat and Josh.  A nearby streetlight brought out some of the pastels blue, pink, and purple, but the building still had many gray shadows around it. 
 
    “I already know they’ve moved,” I said. 
 
    “We may still find a clue to where.” 
 
    I caught up and pulled her back from the porch steps. “Wait.”   
 
    She looked back at him.  “Why?” 
 
    I stared up at the second floor.  The lights were off and I’d seen the subdued glow of a penlight beam crossing a window shade.  “Someone is sneaking around upstairs in the dark.  Let me activated my stealth spell, and they won’t see or hear us coming.” 
 
    “An ambush.  Oooo!  I like it.” 
 
    I concentrated on the Demon Wings tatt on my back which stretched shoulder to shoulder.  I warmed it with golden dragon magic to activated the spell.  With her grip on my wrist, Selene, too, was shielded.  I could project the field so those out of reach could be protected but the energy drain went up several notches.  I didn’t like to waste power.  The magic didn’t make us invisible or inaudible; it simply influenced anyone picking up such impressions to immediately forget them.  The same was true for scent, but not touch.  Anyone I touched would be pulled inside the spell. 
 
    “Keep hold of me, or you’ll be noticed,” I said.   “And going in, be aware that there may be more than one.” 
 
    “I’m not an idiot.”   
 
    “True, but stealthy is not your middle name.  You’re more a scorched earth kinda gal.” 
 
    She led the way up the porch stairs.  The front door wasn’t locked, nor quite closed.  The trim of the door looked splintered.  I shook my head in mock dismay.  “Guess they didn’t know how to pick a lock.  That suggests amateurs.” 
 
    We went in and Selene held up a hand.  She closed her eyes and listened with her head canted.  We both had inner dragons, and even in human form, our senses exceeded that of humans.  During the pause, we felt for vibration, for air movement.  There was nothing downstairs, but two separate movements upstairs and the sound of soft feet padding.   
 
    Knowing my voice didn’t matter and wouldn’t betray us, I didn’t bother whispering. “Upstairs.  One for each of us.” I pointed toward the stairs.  “Ladies first.  Don’t kill your target right off.  We need information.” 
 
    “Not my first covert takedown, love.”  She started up the stairs, my hand on her butt—purely to maintain my spell’s coverage of her.  She didn’t seem to mind. 
 
    “Well, you get carried away sometimes.  Your picture is in the Paranormal Dictionary under the word: excess.” 
 
    “You say the sweetest things.” 
 
    We were less than shadows on the stairs, zig-zagging past a halfway up landing, moving purposely through solid gloom.  At the second-floor landing, we found light; the end of the upstairs hallway had a window to the backyard, and there was a bathroom light that had been left burning, probably by Kat and Josh.  The bathroom door stood open a crack, spilling a slash of light.  That was plenty for our eyes.  Mine were shifted, enhanced with dragon DNA.  I assumed Selene had done the same. 
 
    She left me, going right, toward the back window.  
 
    I turned left toward the bedroom where I heard rummaging sounds.  I strolled in, secure in my You-Don’t-See-Me spell.  I saw a woman dressed in black slacks and leather jacket.  Her black hair was gathered high in back, scrunchied and allowed to drop in a ponytail.  She stuffed clothes in a canvas bag.  Her back was to me and I couldn’t see her face, but her ass seemed familiar.  I felt like I’d ridden it before. 
 
    I moved in, dropping my spell since it would have been useless after I touched her anyway.  I leaped. 
 
    She spun with more than human speed, her eyes pink stars in the gloom.  I landed beside her and swept her onto the queen-sized bed, following her—pinning her. 
 
    “Hi, Vivian.”  I smiled, knowing her dhampir vision could see me.  “I’ve missed your sweet ass.” 
 
    The tension drained out of her.  “Caine!  What the fuck?” 
 
    I brushed her shirt up her ribs and found a bra.  Fortunately, it hooked in front.  Vivian had a strong practical streak in her.  In a moment, I had it open, her pale white breasts exposed.  I placed a kiss on her right nipple, following that up with a laving tongue that hardened it at once. 
 
    “This is not the time.  Stop,” she hissed. 
 
    I squeezed her other breast, tweaking its nipple with my left hand.  “No?”  Gently, I bit the tit I mouthed.  “Are you sure.” 
 
    “Ummmm.  Uh, no!  I’m on a job.  And I’ve got a partner who could come in.” 
 
    “Guy or girl?”  Drawing back, I unbuckled my belt, and worked down my zipper.  “If it’s a girl, she can join us.  If a guy, he can watch from the corner.” 
 
    “You’re an ass!” 
 
    “Among other things.” 
 
    I shoved my forearm into her mouth as I heard a fight breakout down the hall.  Getting rough with Vivian brought out her half-vampire side; her fangs grew into my arm.  She pushed my arm up and licked the blood that flowed from the punctures.  An enzyme in her saliva turned my pain into pleasure.   
 
    “Hmm.  Your blood tastes different.  Wow.  I’m getting a hard rush!”  She licked the wounds then kissed them, sucking more blood.  “Skinz tuffer, tu.” 
 
    “Don’t talk with your mouth full.” 
 
    Her eyelids sagged.  She started to purr.  She rolled me off her and curled around, my arm pulled between her thighs, into valley of her breasts.  She tenderized my palm with an agile tongue. 
 
    I never saw this in the Kama Sutra, even the advanced edition. 
 
    “Uh, Vivian?  Are you all right?” 
 
    She grumbled.  “Wounds are closed!  That’s not ‘posed to happen ‘til I’m dun.”   She sank fangs into the meaty part of my palm, at the base of my thumb, and went back to sucking blood. 
 
    Selene’s voice washed over me. “Caine? What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m being attacked, I think.  Something’s different.  My blood has overwhelming her.” 
 
    “Ah, your dhampir slut.” 
 
    “Not a slut!” Vivian objected.  “I’m particular ‘bout what I sleep with.”  She went back to licking my pictured hand.” 
 
    “I’m serious,” I said.  “I think she’d drunk on my blood.” 
 
    It seemed to me that if I made this about a medical mystery, there was less chance of pissing Selene off and getting myself or Vivian turned into toads. 
 
    “Your blood has always had a kick for vampires and their like.  Gloria feeds off of you regularly.” 
 
    “High is one thing, wrecked is another.  Something about my blood is different.  It’s not just the dragon DNA.  If you’re not going to help,” I said, “I guess I’ll just have to see if I can fuck her into submission.” 
 
    “Oh, what a terrible sacrifice you’re willing to make.”  Selene cooed, “Such nobility!” 
 
    “Yeah, well, that’s me, noble to a fault.” 
 
    There was a savage bellow of rage that shook the house.  
 
    “Damn, he got loose,” Selene said.  “I tied him up in his shirt but he must have ripped free.” 
 
    “Who are you fighting?” I asked. 
 
    “Some human stud-muffin with big chest, a lot of stakes, and a bunch of silver knives strapped on him.  I tossed him out the back window to soften him up for interrogation.”  
 
    “Sounds like a slayer.”  I gave Vivian’s slacks a couple tugs, halfway bearing her ass.  Listening, I heard large feet stomping up the stairs from the first floor.  “Here he comes.” 
 
    “Get her off you,” Selene ordered.  “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Right,” I said.  “Get her off.  I’ll do that.” 
 
    Selene’s body shimmered with crimson fire as she left the room.  There came a second roar that got cut into silence.  Then I heard the sound of a body being slammed to the floor. 
 
    “Don’t hurt him,” Vivian muttered.  “My first recruit!” 
 
    I rolled away from Vivian, using dragon strength to lift her whole body while wrapped around my arm.  Holding her in the air over me, I rolled onto my back so I could look up at her ass and back.  I dropped my arm toward my crotch, brought my own legs up, and used them to scissor her.  With the power of both legs, I gently broke her grip and dumped her into the floor so I could sit up and inspect my bloody palm. 
 
    “Damn, woman, a little control, please.” 
 
    She scrambled around on all fours, her eyes shifting from pink to red.  Her half-vampire side ascending.  I stood up, forgetting that I’d unzipped and unbuckled. My pants dropped.  My engorged manhood thrust up and out like a bar of iron.   
 
    Seeing it, Vivian’s eyes widened.  Her jaws opened wide.  Her head lunged in with razor-sharp fangs of hers.  
 
    I put a hand on her head and pushed her back.  If Vivian had been in her right mind, I’d certainly have accepted a blow-job.  But in this state, I was afraid she’d bite me off and I’d pull back a stub—taking away the will to live of women everywhere.  “If you have to bite,” I said, “go for the inside of my thigh.” 
 
    She stopped fighting, considering my words.  “Okay.  I can do that.” 
 
    I sat back down. 
 
    She eased forward, showing me she still had some restraint.  Siting between my legs, she pushed my right knee further aside and licked the skin the way a cat might.  She bit and worried my thigh to make the holes wider than normal to prolong the blood flow.  Normally, my body healed fast; now it was healing abnormally faster.  Already, the bites on my forearm and palm had closed and faded. 
 
    Vivian pulled her teeth loose and licked the leaking blood.  After several tongue-lashings, she went to suckling the punctures.  “Oh, yum!  So, good!  You smell just like a fey.” 
 
    Dammit.  Gloria had said something about my smell, too.  I should have paid more attention.  I know what’s different; I’m High King of Fairy now.  All the magics of the land run through my body.  It must be changing my physiology.    
 
    In hindsight, this was inevitable.  I knew that mortals taken to Fairy, who stayed too long, lost humanity.  After a few years, they didn’t want to leave, having become low-level fey themselves.  With so much power running through me, of course I’d change at warp speed.   
 
    Vivian slowed, having glutted herself.  Still, lazily, she licked my thigh.  My erection hadn’t gone down despite the blood she’d taken out of my system.  If anything, I was bigger, harder than ever.  I could feel magic heavy in my bones, stimulating the marrow to make more blood.   
 
    I snagged my pants off the floor and took out my phone. It went beside me on the mattress.  I had a little concern about leaving my werekitties in Kain’s hands wanted to be able to respond quickly if a problem arose. 
 
    Feeling safe from Vivian’s hunger, for now, I took her head and guided her tongue over to slathered my pole.  She roamed, sucking my balls at one point, kissing them, licking to the top of my shaft and flashing fangs, opening wide. 
 
    “Careful,” I warned.  “If you bite my cock, you’ll have to take it up the ass with my blood for lube.  Fair warning.” 
 
    Of course, I’m going there anyway, soon.   
 
    Vivian’s dhampir nature would soon burn through the intoxicating haze, but until then, she’d be hyper-suggestible.  I smiled, considering the ways my new superpower could be put to work against vampire vixens.   
 
    I lay back as Vivian crawled up me, ripping away her jacket, top, and bra so she was unclothed down to the tops of her thighs.  The pale round orbs of her breasts were full moons, the pink nipples alluring.  She swayed her ass and her open slacks dropped to the floor.   Staring me in the eyes, she grabbed my cock in a fist, applying pressure to get my attention. 
 
    As if she doesn’t have it. 
 
    She mock-growled and gave my shaft a firm shake.  “This is my creature to call.  Mine!  You are mine.  Your blood is mine.  Only mine!  You will call me Mistress.  Do you understand?” 
 
    “You don’t play well with others, and don’t share.  Got it.” 
 
    “Damn straight!” 
 
    She wore only tiny pink panties and her boots as she climbed onto the bed.  Her hand guided me up against wet fabric, rubbing me there against her sex.  She used a thumb to slide the material aside and slid the helmet of my cock against her wet folds. 
 
    “Your Mistress will now allow you entry into paradise.” 
 
    She centered me and slid down.  I filled her with my monster.  She stopped, sitting there, adjusting to my more-than-human size. 
 
    Her heart easily ponded loud enough for my dragon hearing to detect.  Her mouth hung open.  “Oh, damn, that feels great!” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I said. 
 
    The room filled with crimson light as Selene returned.  She stopped by the bed, staring down at me with lust kindled in her eyes.  “I see she’s having her way with you still.  Did you firmly tell her no?” 
 
    “I’m just doing what you told me: getting her off.” 
 
    “I said get her off you, not get her off.” 
 
    “Oh, my mistake.  Well, if you give me an hour or two, I’m sure I can escape by then.” 
 
    “Fine, Slayer-boy is chained up so you can entertain me, too.”  Her clothing dissolved in motes of crimson light.  Her white skin shone as pale as Vivian’s, but her breasts were fuller.  She crawled onto the bed. 
 
    Vivian hissed, baring fangs.  “I did not give you permission to intrude upon my raping of this               prime fuck-toy, and I had him first.” 
 
    Vivian was losing coherence fast. 
 
    Selene gave her a haughty stare.  “I had him first in ancient Atlantis, after he traveled back in time.” 
 
    Vivian’s red eyes narrowed.  “Playing the ancient Atlantis card, are we?  Well, maybe I fucked him first in a previous life.  Did you ever think of that?” 
 
    Selene, smiled.  “You know, you’re a lot more fun when drunk to distraction.  I’ll have to remember that.”   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THREE 
 
      
 
    “Bigger isn’t always better; small monsters bite 
 
    and run while big monsters just keep biting.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vivian rode me like a rodeo bronc, going for the champion belt.   
 
    Selene ran her nails across my chest, while laving the dhampir’s white tits with an agile tongue. 
 
    The meat in this sandwich, I groaned with pleasure.  “Finally!  I’m long overdue.” 
 
    Selene pulled back from Vivian and lowered her face to mine, giving me a series of fluttery, butterfly kisses that were long on tease and short of tongue.  She smiled.  “Do you know the best thing about pregnant sex?” 
 
    I ventured a guess.  “You can’t get any more pregnant?” 
 
    Her nails dug into my chest a moment, then relaxed.  “No, luv.  The clit gets excruciatingly sensitive, making the experience even better.” 
 
    I lifted an eyebrow.  “Which means?” 
 
    “We’re going to be here a while.” 
 
    I heard the sound of clacking metal and a ceramic sink falling and shattering.  “I think your prisoner has escaped his chains,” I said.  “Quite a determined fellow.” 
 
    Selene sighed and backed off the bed.  “I knew I should have turned him to stone.” 
 
    “Vivian will be mad.  He’s her first recruit.” 
 
    “Recruit in what?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “I think she’s decided that if the human slayers won’t let her be one anymore, she’s going to create competition and also absorb preternatural friendlies in her organization for more power.  Later, we can take advantage of such soldiers if we support her now.” 
 
    “Support me now,” Vivian slammed her ass down on me and rose bounced up my cock again.  “Focus.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am!” I said.   
 
    “So, you don’t want me to turn Houdini into a statue?” Selene asked. 
 
    “Let’s don’t.” I grabbed one of Vivian’s bouncing tits and squeezed.  
 
    She moaned. 
 
    Selene sighed.  “Fine.  Then I better do something with him.  He’ll be here any moment, trying to rescue his mentor.” 
 
    “Fuck his mentor,” Vivian said.  “Harder!” 
 
    My dick can’t get harder.  It can shatter rock right now. 
 
    I told Selene, “If he’ll stop announcing his attacks with a bull-moose bellow, that’s good enough.” 
 
    Selene strolled out of the room, legs pale, red hair cascading and swaying down her back.  Poetry in motion and dangerous curves.  It was still too soon for her to be showing, but I had already met my son Colt—a time travelling nine-year-old.  Twists in time were thick—as my cock. 
 
    I heard the gentle buzz of my cell phone and picked it up off the mattress.   
 
    “Don’t answer,” Vivian speeded up her ride, “you’re doing me now.” 
 
    Like I don’t know that. 
 
    “It could be important.  I am a Demon Lord, you know?”  Besides, it occurred to me that I could take some pictures of her riding my dick and use them later for blackmail, or screen savers on my laptop.  The displayed phone number was a complete unknown.  “Deathwalker here.” 
 
    Laughter spilled out of my phone, harsh, bestial.  The high-pitched stab of sound undulated as it died; almost a coyote sound, but not quite.   
 
    “Want to tell me what the joke is?” I asked. 
 
    I heard the downstairs sound of the front and back doors getting kicked to pieces.  And the sound of broken windows as invaders found other options.   
 
    We’re under attack!  Damn!  There goes another orgy.  What is this?  A conspiracy to blue-ball me? 
 
    I put my phone aside, rolled Vivian off me, and withdrew from her hungry pussy.  I jumped into my pants.  No sane warrior goes into battle with his wang flopping in the breeze, a tempting target. 
 
    Vivian complained.  “Hey, I’m close!” 
 
    I sighed with true regret.  “I’m sorry.  Can’t be helped.”   
 
    It wasn’t going to take long for our unknown enemy to get upstairs.  They’d probably been trying various phone numbers to see which of Kat’s friends was in the house, and where.  That implied soldiers with more than human hearing.  Shifters maybe. 
 
    I flushed the Demon Wings on my upper back with golden dragon magic to activate the spell.  The golden light lit the room then vanished like the afterglow of a lightning strike.  I dragged Vivian off the bed and stuffed her under it.  I didn’t want to leave her blood-drunk ass lying around, vulnerable and exposed; there were still things I wanted to do to her myself. 
 
    I padded toward the hallway, partially shifting my feet and hands, bringing out a little of my inner dragon.  My hands became claws, as did my feet.  I didn’t bring out wings, flying inside the confines of a house wouldn’t have helped much, and would have given the enemy more skin surface to maul.  
 
    The first of them thudded on the stairs.  There was no attempt at silence.  The phone call had given away the element of surprise.  They didn’t think it mattered.  They were right; they’d be dying either way.  I went to the upper landing. 
 
     Sleepy golden eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind, my inner dragon checking in.  His gaze sharpened as he tapped into my senses.   
 
    I smell of sex.  His thought punched the last word to make his statement a question. 
 
     I had a question of my own.  I smell bloodlust and…dog?  Not wolf.  Something else.  Werecoyotes?  The Trickster’s grandkids? 
 
    My dragon said, Doesn’t matter.  Everything dies. 
 
    Within my protective spell, golden jags of lightning played over my body, building in intensity.  My inner dragon fed the power.  Electrical attack was his main distance weapon.  I saw golden light whipping, flickering around me, hidden to others by my Demon Wings spell—until the first couple bodies slammed into me.  They wore dark clothes and their knees were backward with a canine bend, their pants slit to accommodate the change.   They had furry faces with ears on top.  Their snouts had a lot of sharp teeth.  Little human showed their faces.  Their growls became gibbering shrieks like the one I’d heard over the phone.   
 
    Lightning exploded pieces of them that separated and went flying.  The creatures shuddered, twisted, and collapsed.  The stink of burnt hair filled the air as they slid down the stairs, into the feet of the next pair.   
 
    Crap.  I just fried my phone along with these assholes.   
 
    Lightning continued to arc around me, wreathing my body.  But the new beastmen couldn’t see it—or me.  My spell did its job.  The beastmen stepped over the smoking bodies, moving carefully, slowly, like soldiers who’ve learned too late they’re in a minefield.  Their fuzzy faces had no expressions I could read, but in addition to bloodlust, I now smelled their acrid fear.  And the piss from the baked corpses. 
 
    Only a few steps away, the beastmen stopped.  Their gazes came up past me and wagged left and right, as if they were wondering on which side of the hall I hid. 
 
    Selene’s voice came from my left.  “Is that fun?  Killing dogs in a barrel?”     
 
    Yeah, it’s easy, but we have two lives depending on us, and I need the numbers thinned before descending.  No way am I falling back on Selene’s magic to spirit us away.  I have a fuck to get back to. 
 
    The beast men smiled and looked to their right, the direction of Selene’s voice.  She’d just made a target of herself.  Deliberately. 
 
    I spoke, knowing she’d hear since her goddess powers weren’t hindered by my spell.  “You want me to get out of the way and give these two to you?” 
 
    “Sure, luv.  You do that.” 
 
    Absorbing the charges sizzling around my body, I retreated to the bedroom door.   
 
    Selene glowed red, painting the hall in blood.  She’d clothed herself in a crimson loincloth and wore copper-red metals cups, a barbarian bra.  Next to her stood a big man, six-foot, with close-cropped, sandy brown hair.  He wore black pants and boots, but no longer had a shirt.  Or weapons.   
 
    Selene had thoughtfully removed the last of his chains. 
 
    I glowered at her.  “Give the man a fucking gun.  A sword.  Something!” 
 
    I expected the beastmen to already be pouncing.  I looked over and saw the reason for delay; they were piling up on the stairs, nearly a dozen of them, preparing for a mass rush. 
 
    Selene sighed.  A blood colored sword-gun appeared in the slayer’s hands.  It was a MP9, a stockless machine pistol with grooves on the short, thick barrel.  Instead of a silencer, a pair of swords on a special attachment was screwed on.  The MP9 had an extended magazine clip with about thirty rounds ready to fire.  I knew because she’d stolen it from my personal armory in my Malibu estate.  She’d simply magicked on a dried coat of red paint and called it good. 
 
    The slayer dude stared at the gun in his hands. 
 
    Selene pointed to the op landing of the stairs.  She whispered loudly.  “The werejackals are coming.” 
 
    The beast men surged around the corner. 
 
    I flattened to the hallway wall, staying out of the line of fire.   
 
    The MP9 stuttered, spitting fire.   
 
    The werejackals went down, chopped to pieces, and didn’t resuscitate.  If these had been werewolves, the bullets would be popping back out, the holes closing.  Most were-creatures had heightened healing factors.  Not these guys.  Then I got it.  They weren’t half-phased.  This sad half-human shift was the best they could do.  These weren’t real shifters.  They were minions under a curse.  B grade monsters. 
 
    Half were down.  The rest flung themselves over the bodies of their own guys to continue the attack.  Until they all died.   
 
    The slayer emptied his magazine and stood there, breathing heavily, a smile on his face.  Forget about keeping the streets safe for humanity, this guy loved killing.   
 
    My inner dragon nodded.  I can completely respect that. 
 
    “Fuck.  I’m out,” the slayer said. 
 
    Selene handed him another clip.  “Magically explosive ammo,” she said. 
 
    He took the clip, staring into her face.  “Thanks.  That almost makes me willing to forgive you for throwing me out the window and chaining me to the sink.”   
 
    I heard more of the werejackals hitting the stairs.   
 
    The next wave. 
 
    Glass broke in the bedroom.  The window.  Someone had climbed outside of the house.  I went into the bedroom and found two werejackals; one on the carpet, gathering himself, the other climbing in the broken window. 
 
    Vivian chose that moment to rouse from her stupor, moaning.  She tried sitting up and bumped the bed, bouncing it.  Her muffled voice groused, “Hey, who put this bed here?” 
 
    Both werejackals stared at the bed in surprise.  Those looks were replaced by sinister grins.  I guessed their thinking: A woman to rape and kill.  Or is kill and rape?   
 
    I bet they often get the exact sequence confused.   
 
    The werejackals rounded the bed, staring down as Vivian’s naked legs poked out, followed by her exquisite wiggling ass.  The first werejackal rumbled appreciation as more of Vivian slunk out into view.  On her hands and knees—like a good bitch—she looked around and delicately sniffed.  “I smell burnt roadkill.  And blood.” 
 
    The two beastmen had clawed hands which made it harder to unbuckle and drop their pants, but motivated, they managed.   
 
    Vivian turned, still on hands and knees, and found herself confronted by two engorged cocks.  The light of her pink eyes shifted to a hungry red.  At that point, I knew she didn’t need me to save her.   
 
    I went out into the hall to check on Selene and her pet slayer.  Slayer-dude had finished his second magazine, leaving a higher pile of bodies than before. 
 
    Behind me, I heard a shriek.  Then another.  This was followed by the sounds of a severe beatdown.   
 
    I went back.  the werejackals were dead and broken on the floor.  Vivian had killed them without getting off her knees.  I walked over to get the rest of my clothes.   
 
    Vivian freaked my cock into limpness; she held two amputated cocks, lifting them over her head, sucking blood until they ran dry.  She flipped them onto the corpses.  The red of her eyes began to lighten to pink. 
 
    “Are you back in your right mind,” I asked. 
 
    She looked toward the hallway, hearing a mechanical chatter.  “Is that an MP9?” 
 
    “Yep. These guys brought friends. Your slayer-in-training friend and Selene have been dealing with them.” 
 
    “Shit!  What did you do to me?  I’ve been doing blood-whore shit.” 
 
    Blood-whore is a rude term for those kept by vampires for feeding.  Some humans were addicted to vampire enzymes and pheromones.  They didn’t mind getting fucked and drained, and usually died young, unless the vampire brought them over, and they were reborn as the living dead. 
 
     Vivian’s mom had been attacked and impregnated by a vampire, but not killed.  That’s why Vivian had been born a dhampir, a human with vampire powers but none of their weaknesses.  It also explained her hatred of vampires—and their whores. 
 
    “I didn’t know it would happen,” I said, “but since taking the throne of Fairy, my blood turned fey.” 
 
    “Damn, but you’re tasty.”  She looked at the werejackals.  “Them, not so much.  Like drinking from a dog.  What are they, anyway?” 
 
    “Werejackals, according to Selene.” 
 
    Selene’s voice spiked.  “Caine, hurry!” 
 
    “What now?”  I ran back to the hallway door and found Selene with the male slayer beside her.  Fresh blood glazed the blades of his sword-gun.   
 
    He said, “They’re getting up.  They’re dead, but…” 
 
    “Threat level is escalating,” Selene said.  “We’ve got werejackal zombies.” 
 
    That meant mere killing wasn’t enough.  All the bodies needed to be chopped into small pieces.  And that might not be enough.  If the black magic was strong enough, the pieces might still reassemble.   
 
    I powered down my Demon Wings spell, stripped out of the last of my clothing, and handed everything to Selene.  “Time to bale.”  I backed into the bedroom and turned.  Dressed now, Vivian picked up the canvas bag and came over to join us.   
 
    She stared at the male slayer and his sword-gun.  “Craig, you’re all right?” 
 
    “For now,” he rumbled.  “We haven’t covered zombies in class yet.  What do we do.” 
 
    I said, “Selene, take these two out of here.  Get far away.  I’ll handle this.” 
 
    “How?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m going dragon.” 
 
    Selene’s face lit up with joy.  “That sounds fun.  I haven’t rampaged in a long time.  I’ll drop them and come back to give you a hand.” 
 
    I smiled.  “You do that.” 
 
    Crimson light filled the room.  It cleared a moment later, and I was alone with the dead.  The vicious, hungry dead.  I heard their beastly grunts and moans as the shambled off the hallway pile, looking for brains to eat.  The two dead, dickless wonders on the floor twitched.  The bodies rolled over, forcing themselves off the floor. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FOUR 
 
      
 
    “Fire is a dragon’s best 
 
      friend, next to his gold.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once, going dragon was a long, drawn-out, agonizing process.  Then Selene fixed that with the power of a goddess, rewriting some of my genetic codes.  Now, I could change instantly without the old pain.  I considered getting clear of the house before such a move, but it was trashed already and who knew if Kat would want to come back? 
 
    The golden eyes of my inner dragon blazed brighter in the back shadows of my mind.  Better just get on with it. 
 
    Tag.  You’re it, I told him. 
 
    About time. 
 
    I left the rest to him as werejackal dead shambled into the room.  A wave of darkness crashed against my mind, a sense of expansion, and I became the rider in the back of my dragon’s mind.  His battle rage backwashed over me, a bracing electric burn.  Extending my thoughts, I plugged into his neural net and senses—and the world returned, a movie screen hanging in front of me, 
 
    The room was trashed, the ceiling and roof splintered and battered open.  I’d stepped on the bed and flattened it.  Walls were gone.  My wings pumped hard as I hovered.  The house looked smaller than expected.  Lightning warmed my throat.  Tasting molten copper, I opened my mouth and spit.  Golden jags played over the werezombies.  They boomed and splattered into smoking chunks.  I poured out fire as long as I had a target bigger than a rabbit. 
 
    By then, most of the house was a gutted inferno.  I rose higher, banking, rippling in the ember-and-smoke choked winds.  Spiraling outward, I used dragon-vision to search the surrounding property, and the further shadows.  I saw nothing fleeing the wreckage.  The werejackals were just foot soldiers, meant to fight and die.  A calling card, I thought.  It seemed likely that somewhere near, hid a guiding intelligence: a witch, warlock, sorcerer, or mage with a necromantic twist to their magic.  I searched for such a person. 
 
    Finding no one down there except gathering gawkers and concerned neighbors, I flew higher, expanding my search.  From this perspective, I couldn’t see inside any of the parked cars.  One of them could harbor my enemy.  If so, he wasn’t stupid enough to start up his vehicle and run for it while I watched. 
 
    My dragon thought: Damn it!  I need more things to kill, I’m barely warmed up. 
 
    Selene swooped in to fly beside me, her crimson dragon form caught my dragon’s full attention.  The dragons were mated as our human form were, but they got less time together.  I didn’t feel bad about that, though it pissed off my dragon.  Selene swung her long neck, her stare raking me.  Her thoughts brushed mine. 
 
    You’ve grown bigger. 
 
    With her beside me for contrast, I saw she was right.  In all my previous transformations, I’d been the size of a school bus, maybe a little more.  Other dragons had looked down on me in more ways than one. 
 
    Fucking bastards.  I flicked my tail tip in irritation.  I beat my wings a couple time, climbing into an up draft that tasted like burnt dog. 
 
    You’re larger than I am, Selene said.  I think later, I’m going to want some fresh genetic samples.  Muscle tissue, bone, and blood. 
 
    No way, you get too carried away.  I could lose my liver.  So, where did you put Vivian?  I’ll want to question her later. 
 
    I gave her directions to Kain’s party.  I thought it would be a hoot. 
 
    What are you, an owl now? 
 
    Don’t change the subject.  I want those samples. 
 
    My dragon all but wagged his cock at her.  I’ve got a sample for you. 
 
    She gave my dragon a quick caress with her prehensile tail, angling to fly against him without fouling his wings.  My dragon’s heart pounded louder, a background drumbeat.  I had a weird sensation: the second-hand feeling of blood swelling his erection. 
 
    You’ll give me what I want, right? Selene asked my dragon. 
 
    That’s not fair! I complained. 
 
    Shuddup, my dragon said. 
 
    Well, fuck! 
 
    I intend to, he said. 
 
    My dragon flew across the night, climbing ever higher with Selene pacing me.  The Sacramento city lights and traffic filled roads dwindled as we fought ever higher, on a course for the stars.  At one point, I thought I saw a couple of floating cameras.   
 
    Kain!  This is not the time. 
 
    The air thinned.  My golden dragon coiled his tail around Selene’s, he bit the back of her net and latched claws onto her.  She went limp and fell, screaming, flaming the air ahead of her plunge.  We punched through dragon fire and clouds, toward the now distant Earth.  Her wings were half tucked.  So were my dragon’s.  Tumbling downward, he entered her, wreathed by golden jags of current as he humped for all he was worth, needing to come before going splat on the ground.   
 
    I knew this was how eagles mated.  I didn’t know dragons had this instinctive pattern, too.  I didn’t want to know. 
 
    I’m out of here. 
 
    I unplugged from my dragon’s senses, letting his mind’s inner darkness blanket me as I settled into reflection.  Few people realize I’m a scholar.  True, there’s little sign of it while I’m running amok, but that’s because I get deep thought out of the way during my downtime.  Such as now. 
 
    My recent changes had to be fey in origin.  You don’t become the High King of Fairy without it changing you.  My blood had gone fey, as Vivian could now attest.  My human body hadn’t grown taller…dammit…which meant my dragon had been absorbing most of the change while asleep.  That had to explain his extra size.   
 
    Playing the shift to dragon through my mind, I realized that it had come without any discomfort whatsoever.  As if by magic, not dragon biology.  And hadn’t my lightning attack lasted hella long, burning much hotter? 
 
    All good stuff, I suppose. 
 
    But I saw an eventual drawback; my fey magic might eventually move my organic baseline too far from dragon and Villager.  Both sides of me, turning fey, might eventually rewrite me to the point where the fey dominated all.  Even my will to fight for anything but Fairy. 
 
    Will I be like Selene, divine in my own right?  Do I want that?   
 
    Attaining enough power, so I didn’t have to fear her whims, tempted me but wouldn’t that end my climb?  Wasn’t Selene frozen in her development, as extreme as it was.  If there’s more, something beyond godhood, I wanted it.  I wanted to want it.   
 
    I’ve heard Gloria talk; most high-level vampires have settled for a long game of world conquest covering millennia.  Such tiny vision.  My dragon nature possessed a wider streak of greed.   
 
    I can’t settle for anything less than every hot woman in the world, all the treasure, all the power, glory, Pop Tarts, and everything else in the multiverse.  Fair warning. 
 
    To counteract the consuming influence of fey magic, I had two solutions: let Selene do her thing, with no guarantee I still wouldn’t have to act, or head things off now with my own magic.  Since there was a Shadow Court in Fairy, I could use that part of fey magic against the other types.   
 
    Though reduced to a mental abstraction at the moment, I wasn’t powerless.  I could create interactive illusions here in the mental darkness of my dragon’s subconscious.  I visualized a body for myself, the usual one I wore in human form, and it solidified.  Having hands now, I reached out and created a floating pane of glowing golden glass.  I closed my right fist and found a black marker there.  I sketched out several spells I wanted to link, working out a new tatt.  When finished, I’d draw the pattern on me with shadow magic.  And I’d have to leave it in place—always. 
 
    I called it my Reboot Spell.  In the event that a certain amount of damage, or unspecified change occurred, a copy of my current DNA would reboot the rest of me, bringing my physique back to this moment in time.   
 
    Time as I experienced here didn’t match that of the outer world.  Here in thought, it was as if I stood between two seconds.  Wrapped in timelessness, I scribbled, exorcising t the devils in the details.  For one thing, I didn’t want my brain rewritten to the point where I lost memories.  Giving myself amnesia wouldn’t be helpful.  Valuable information could be lost.  I also had to decide how much more I’d let the fey magic adjust me.  The changes so far had been beneficial.   
 
    There might be more I’ll want to keep.   
 
    The answer was to let my reboot pattern update itself periodically, with permission, and to include a magical reflex that would trigger the reboot automatically when a certain percentage of variation or damage occurred.  The Tattoo I came up with looked like a dandelion—drawn by Picasso—but I thought it would work. 
 
    So how much damage or change do I allow?  Five percent?   
 
    Selene’s thought brushed me: Too piddling.   
 
    Twenty-five?   
 
    Fine, she said. 
 
    Wait!  Selene? 
 
    I turned from my floating board and saw her human image.  She still wore her loincloth—little more than a red length of silk draped over her head, crossing over her breasts, descending to be tucked between her legs, brought under and around to cover her ass and hips, then tied in front like a sash.  The ends fluttered in front of her.  She looked enticing as ever. 
 
    What are you doing in here?  Aren’t you busy getting your dragon fucked? 
 
    She arched red eyebrows.  I am.  What?  I can’t multi-task? I’m a goddess, you know?   
 
    Selene strolled past me and studied my board.  Her eyes flowed over the converging spells.  She nodded here and there, then turned a bright smile on me.   
 
    Nice work.  I’m impressed you thought of this. 
 
    I’m more than a pretty face and a massive cock. 
 
    Yes, but those are your best features.  So, where do you want to place this?  I could slap it on your ass for you. 
 
    I want to hold off and check a few of my grimoires. 
 
    One unaccented symbol or a sloppy rune could have a drastic impact. 
 
    Looks all right to me.   
 
    She grabbed the two-dimensional pattern off the glass board.  The black ink absorbed some of her power, turning crimson like something drawn in blood.   
 
    Hey!  I swung an arm to block her.  She vanished, reappearing behind me.  Her hand slapped my ass, and I knew I’d been branded.  I turned and glowered at her.  If I grow a second head, it’s your fault.  
 
    I had a metal vision of sporting two cocks instead of one. 
 
    She smiled.  The next time I want samples, don’t fight me. 
 
    I glared.  I’d already decided to let you take them as a back-up measure. 
 
    She blinked at me.  Oh!  You should have said something. 
 
    I continuing my glower.   
 
    She shrugged.  What’s done is done.  Just get over it. 
 
    And still I glowered in silence. 
 
    You want me to take it off again? she offered. 
 
    No, I want you to respect me.  I know I sound like a complete girl here, but my feelings ought to matter to you. 
 
    She looked down and used a soft voice.  I’m sorry.  You’re right.  It’s hard to be restrained though when I’m both insane and possess near absolute power.  Maybe you’re expecting too much. 
 
    I felt anger evaporate.  I reached out and lifted her chin.  Our eyes met.  She fought to be sincere, but a manic grin couldn’t be suppressed.   
 
    Not sorry at all, are you? I asked. 
 
    The grin widening across her face.  Not a bit. 
 
    She shuddered. Her head fell back as her image breathed heavier.  Her eyes whitened as they rolled back in her head.  So much for multitasking.  I guessed she and my dragon were caught at an intense moment.   
 
    While she was distracted, I visualized a copy of my Demon Wings tattoo across my imagined back and shoulders, painting it in with golden dragon magic. I then flushed it with fey shadow magic.  My imagined body blended into the surrounding darkness.  By the time Selene recovered, I’d taken several steps off to the side.   
 
    I said nothing, using a meditative technic to banish thought.  I wasn’t simply in darkness, I became darkness.  Lost in blackest shadow. 
 
    She looked around.  Caine?  Where did you go.  Caine?  Oh, don’t be like this.  Come back and I’ll try harder to be sorry, okay? You don’t think you can hide from me? I’m divine, remember Caine?  Caine! 
 
    She tried stamping her foot to show me she was serous, only convulsions reached her from her dragon body, causing this projection to echo her responses.   
 
    Oh—oh—!   
 
    She sank bonelessly to her knees, clawing at one breast, all but drooling as her climax devolved into after-shocks. 
 
    And then she vanished. 
 
    I supposed she needed to return to her own body, to uncouple it and keep herself from going splat on the ground.  In my mind’s eye, I could see them coming apart; crimson wings and golden ones would snap out to catch the wind.  Their long bodies would ripple and whip sharply as they pulled up, wing struts straining to pull them into a controlled glide, to bleed off kinetic energy.  They would be sleepy, sated, and I was sure as hell that Kain and his haunted cameras were getting it all preserved for prosperity. 
 
    Eventually, I dropped my new version of Demon Wings and plugged back into my dragon’s senses, using his eyes to see the spread-out city.  We’d moved from mid-town, to just above some of the taller downtown buildings.  There was no sign of Selene.  I’d shot myself in the foot; without her portal, I’d have to fly all the way back to L.A.   
 
    Or take a shortcut through Fairy. 
 
    I felt the surprise of my dragon half: Oh, there you are.  I wondered what happened to you. 
 
    We need to catch up to Vivian and see what she knows about Colt and the werecats.  And about who sent those werejackals. 
 
    I wouldn’t worry about that, Caine. 
 
    Why not? 
 
    With our luck, the bad guys will hit us long before we’re ready, with a bigger army next time. 
 
    I sighed.  I hope so.  What’s life without a few impossible challenges?  Meanwhile, we should get back.  I don’t want to burden Kain too much with all my naked women.  I also want to look at his pictures.  If we’re lucky, he caught a few shots of whoever controlled those werejackals. 
 
    I concentrated and bathed my dragon form with golden magic, picturing the forested mountains of one of my kingdoms.  A connection was made, a resonance between my magic and that of Fairy.  Eager to welcome, the land called and pulled me over.  I vanished from the sky of Earth.  
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    “Be patient. Over time, the cosmos 
 
    responds to hard kicks in the ass.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    I felt tides of magic flowing through the world.  It refreshed and recharge me.  The landscape shifted from forest to mountains, then shell-studded seashore.  I was handed from one kingdom to another, twice seeing feral beasts Earth had never dreamed of, once a village in the treetops.   
 
    In dragon form, I communed with the land of Fairy, running claws over rock outcroppings, dragging my tail through high grass and wildflowers.  Brown butterflies fluttered past, like wind-blown wood shavings.  I found a grove of willows where draping limbs formed swaying curtains reluctant to let me go.   
 
    I insisted.   
 
    Beating wings, I returned to the sky and summoned a vortex of shadow energy.  I had little experience with portals since they’d always been summoned for me, but from hanging out with Colt, I’d gotten the idea that all you did was create a field of severed time-space, stepping into it while willing yourself to where you wanted to be.  You got there—or not—depended on the clarity of your visualization and the strength of your magic.   
 
    I imagined L.A., swinging my thoughts past the Stone Canyon Reservoir, to the Bel Air area.  Once there, I ought to be able to find Kain’s seven million-dollar, Worthington Lane address using Interstate Highway 405 as a reference.  Fortunately, I’ve looked at a lot of satellite maps over the years, ever since I started turning dragon.  Not just for L.A., but for all the major U.S. cities.  It’s a dragon thing, drooling over all the real estate that will one day be yours. 
 
     I punched my shadow portal with a gold blaze of dragon magic and leaped.  The tunnel closed behind me, and I was back in the night sky of Earth, falling from the heavens toward Kain’s estate.  Staring down, it looked different from my last visit. Of course, I’d ridden on the Rider’s giant red centipede; completely different viewpoint.  I swooped over a back garden and pool to a landing on a flat section of roof.   
 
    To be honest--because it had to happen sometime—I wasn’t sure I had the right house until a dozen cameras materialize around me, taking pictures of my return to naked humanity, to use the term loosely.  A translucent ghost butler faded in, bowed, and escorted me to the end of a wing that attached to a hexagonal tower, that rose like a glorified rook.  A door in the side of the tower took me off the roof, into the tower, no steps required.   
 
    The tower room possessed a small arsenal of automatic weapons.  I drooled over them from a distance as the ghost led me past a group of vampire soldiers manning monitors.  This was a security station, keeping a wary watch on the estate.  One of the monitors showed the roof where I’d landed.  The vamp on that monitor eyed me as I passed.  I read confusion in his expression.  Most things that shapeshift keep their exact mass.  I hadn’t.  Dragons don’t.  He only knew of common shifters.   
 
    Dragons and fey are not originally from earth.  Our magic systems do what shifters can’t.  Regular shifters find it annoying.  
 
    Especially master vampires who can’t change into a bat—well, none of the younger ones.  The older vamps like Gloria, Kain, or Vlad the Impaler, who I’d once met in Santa Fe once, well, they could manipulate their molecular state.  They just didn’t want to expend so much power, and lose status by being compared to mere shifters.  They considered themselves to be the aristocracy of the supernatural. 
 
    Idiots.  That’s what dragons are for. 
 
    There was a vamp guard with a machine pistol at the elevator.  He’d pushed the call button before I’d even entered the room so the door opened with perfect timing as I got there.  The ghost butler drifted onto the lift.  I paused on the threshold, catching the vamp’s stare, something else dragons did without getting their minds rolled like a drunken sailor on liberty. 
 
    I said, “I’m expected my friend Vivian soon.  I’ll clear it with Kain.  Meanwhile, try not to piss her off.  She has issues.  Her mother was killed by a rogue vamp that couldn’t control his feeding.  She’s dhampir.” 
 
    At this last bit, a lot of the vamps on duty shot me attentive glances.  Dhampirs are damned rare, and always objects of curiosity.  The vampire at the elevator said, “Once we have Master Kain’s approval, she’ll be admitted, and escorted to you.  I know Lord Kain will be quite interested.” 
 
    “Fine.”  I released the door and stepped into the car.  The elevator dropped to the second floor and opened.  I stepped onto a crimson runner that striped the hall’s black carpet.  The hall led me past glass and wood curio cabinets with assorted daggers, maces, crossbows, and even a shark-tooth war club from Hawaii.  Another cabinet contained glass figurines and music boxes.   
 
    The ghost led me past bedrooms shielded by closed doors.  We passed a six-by-twelve oil painting of Kain on the throne of Hell, the devil bent over, a footstool for his feet.  Kain’s eyes seemed to follow me as a strolled past the painting.  At a corner to the next wing, we reached double-doors of golden oak.  A brass plate next to the doors read: ORGY ROOM. 
 
    He’s got a specific room set aside for that? 
 
    The ghost walked through the closed door. 
 
    I opened it and followed, stopping just inside to indulge in envy.  I saw a sprawling space that had to be four oversized rooms combined.  In fact, there were three king-sized beds, a half-dozen hot tubs, a cold buffet being served off the naked cold bodies of three oriental vampires lying in glass coffins with no lids. 
 
    Talk about exotic catering.  I’ve got to get their number. 
 
    The other side of the room had a fifteen-by-fifteen cutout in the ceiling to accommodate a wide staircase of golden oak steps and a banister supported by wrought iron balusters.   
 
    The ghost butler gestured toward the stairs which had a baby grand piano tucked underneath.  “There are private rooms upstairs for the shy, or those desire special services.”  This last was said with a sinister air.  I imagined whipping posts, saw-horse seats to punish sensitive genitalia, and setups with manacles and feathers.   
 
    Of course, I might just be projecting. 
 
    The ghost faded away.  Too late, I remembered to ask where the Red Centipede Rider had wandered.   
 
    Oh well, she’ll turn up, I’m sure. 
 
    Across the hall, feminine laughter drifted from a fur rug in front of a digital fireplace. I recognized the voices of my werekitties and headed that way.  They lounged with champagne glasses in hand, naked as all shifter like to be.  Their pointy ears had migrated to the tops of their heads, and their long flicking tails had sprouted.  Otherwise, they looked human—except for slit-pupil eyes.  
 
    For some reason, Kain sported a black loincloth around his privates and wore improvised Mad Max style body armor.  His sword leaned against a table, just in reach.  He held a goblet, took a drink, and I a small trickle of blood trickled from the corner of his lips.  He dabbed it away and licked his hand. 
 
    Waste not, want not. 
 
    As I reached him, he turned to me.  I saw the Mark of Cain on his chest: five oval scars, one set apart from the others.  He saw my stare and smiled.  “Some people talk about being touched by an angel.  I was; hurt like hell.” 
 
    So, he really was Cain, the inventor of homicide, made into the first vampire, so he’d wander the Earth forever in penance for his crime.  I wondered if he and the immortal roman soldier who’d stabbed Christ in the side ever got together to weep for one another. 
 
    I’d say no.  Kain isn’t the crying sort. 
 
    Teri, Dani, Cleo smiled up at me from the rug.  At one time, they’d all had different colored hair.  Currently, they flaunted hair the color of ginger ale and had shaved their private parts to keep their real hair color a mystery.   
 
    “Going for a clone look?” I asked. 
 
    Teri grinned and sipped her drink. 
 
    Dani said, “We’re simply irresistible.” 
 
    “Always,” I agreed.  I shifted my attention to Kain.  “I need to impose on your tolerance once again.” 
 
    Kain arched an eyebrow.  “Just ask.” 
 
    I have another lady arriving at any moment.  Can you have your security pass her up her with no fuss?” 
 
    “Why might there be fuss?” he asked. 
 
    “She has issues with vampires.  Her mom was raped and killed by one.  She’s dhampir.  I’m letting you know so you can make allowances for any anger she might inadvertently slosh all over you.” 
 
    “Dhampir?  Intriguing.  Well, any friend of your is a friend of mine.  I will see that she feels welcome.  Is this lady part of your harem?” 
 
    “She doesn’t think so, though we’ve hooked up a time or two.  I let her believe what she wants.” 
 
    “Kind of you.  Women often need illusions to function.” 
 
    I nodded.  “I knew you’d understand.” 
 
    He curled fingers, gesturing, and a translucent ghost faded in; a pale girl in a maid’s uniform with a white-lace cap.  He whispered instructions.  The spirit bobbed and faded.  Turning back to me, he gestured toward the buffet.  “Please, help yourself to whatever catches your fancy.” 
 
    I thought of the Asian ladies covered with food.  They, more than the food, interested me.  “Thanks, I will.” 
 
    There was a clash of steel that turned me toward the staircase.  Gloria descended backwards, twin short swords in her hands, crossed to catch a heavier weapon.  Blow after blow rained on her swords, driving Gloria down the stairs.  Soon, the lower half of her opponent came into view.  From the phenomenal curves, firm-but-huge tits, and the sheer crimson mini-dress, I thought at first it was Selene.  But the massive steel sword wasn’t one Selene would use.  She preferred red crystal everything.  This woman was the Red Centipede Rider, cutting loose. 
 
    I looked at our host.  Kain didn’t look the least bit alarmed.  I turned back to the battle, wondering how serious they were.  Gloria reached the ground floor, broke away, and circled the piano, looking for better fighting conditions.  She reached an open space free of beds and hot tubs and turned back to face the Rider.   
 
    “Get back here,” Red said.  “You haven’t been taught a proper lesson yet.” 
 
    Gloria wore a smile that said she wasn’t going to obey.  The fire in her eyes suggested she’d do the instructing.   
 
    “Gloria,” I called.  “What the fuck?” 
 
    She slanted me a look.  “Caine!  You’re back.  How did it go.” 
 
    “Zombie werejackals!” I yelled.   “Why are you fighting her?” 
 
    “I just wanted a little blood.  Is that too much to ask?” 
 
    “Did you ask, or try to seduce?  Goddesses are immune to that sort of thing.” 
 
    The Rider stopped still a few yards out from Gloria, holding a blade that had to be at least five feet long, and three feet wide.  It had a massive handle to counter-balance the forward weight.  She handled it effortlessly.  The Rider said, “While I can understand your infatuation, I have never given myself to woman, man, or beast.  Years ago, I took a sacred oath to surrender only to one able to defeat me with sword.  No one else is worthy.” 
 
    Gloria grinned.  “Well, if that’s what it’s going to take…!” 
 
    “Wait!” Kain shouted.  “No one told me about this!  I want in.”  He shot me a red-lit stare.  “You, too?” 
 
    “I’ve got enough women.  Take your shot.” 
 
    The truth was, I didn’t know if I could beat the Rider, and I was curious about her skills.  I wanted to watch her in action before crossing swords. 
 
    “Awful decent of you.” Kain smiled and reached for his broadsword, taking it in hand.   “I think I will.”  
 
    “Hang on!”  Gloria glowered.  “Divine blood has to have a hell of a kick.  I’m not moving to the back of the line for anyone.  Wait your turn.” 
 
    Kain sighed and leaned on his sword.  “No respect for elders.  That’s what’s wrong with the vampires today.” 
 
    The werekitties sat up on the fur rug.  Cleo smacked my leg.  “Hey, move over.  We can’t see.” 
 
    I stepped over and sat on the rug, my legs folding comfortably under me.  I relieved Cleo of her drink, taking a sip. 
 
    “Five minutes,” Kain yelled, then I’m taking over.” 
 
    A serious look scrubbed the smile off Gloria’s face.  “Fine.  Let’s make it more challenging; I can do this in four.” 
 
    “Hah!” Kain’s laugh boomed.  “I can take her in three!” 
 
    “Like hell, you can.”  The Rider yelled.  “I’m going to have all of your fangs for a necklace!” 
 
    I didn’t know who to cheer for.  All of these people were friends. 
 
    The doors to the ORGY ROOM opened and several vampire guards stuck their heads inside.  One of them called, “My Lord, Kain, is there a situation we need to handle?” 
 
    Kain yelled back.  “No, don’t worry.  Just friendly fun.  Return to your posts.  We might have werejackal zombies breaking in tonight.” 
 
    The vampire guard bowed.  “We shall prepare, my Lord.”  The guards made way for Vivian to squeeze between them.  As she crossed the huge space toward me, the guards retreated, closing the hallways doors behind them.   
 
    Gloria lifted her swords and assumed a defensive posture, body angled to offer less surface area, one sword poking out farther than the other.   
 
    The Rider lifted her massive sword over her head, gave it a fast, helicopter-type twirl, and snapped it down so it pointed at Gloria’s face.  Vampires aren’t the only ones that like to pose.  
 
    Vivian kept advancing like she wasn’t heading straight into a battle zone.   
 
    Seeing her, Kain strolled to meet her.  He walked between the duelers and kept going, showing no fear of anyone accidently lopping off his head.   
 
    They didn’t. 
 
    Cleo retaliated against me stealing her drink by dropping her face onto my naked lap, finding something else to mouth.  She moaned deep in her throat, lapping at me, slurping as I hardened.   
 
    “Me next,” Teri said. 
 
    “Why wait?” Dani asked.   
 
    “You have a point.”  Teri crawled around behind me, cradling my back, flattening her tits against my back.  Cleo and I locked lips, closed eyes, and pretty much gave up on watching the entertainment.  I listened to sighs and moans, and the recorded crackling sounds of the digital fireplace.  Teri dragged me back, lying me on my back.  A second set of lips went to work on my ball sack as Dani helped out.   
 
    Swords clashed and I missed it all.  At one point, I heard a chiming phone.  I hadn’t thought any of us had phones on us.  Mine had been fried by lightning.  As Cleo took my whole length down her throat, I opened my eyes and looked up.   
 
    Selene stood there, wearing crimson armor, peering down at me, holding out my magically restored phone.  She smiled with open cruelty.  “It’s for you.”   
 
    Dani swished her tongue over my balls, her ass and curling tail up in the air. 
 
    I took the phone, knowing I’d regret it.  I glowered at Selene.  “Whose side are you on, anyway?” 
 
    Her smile widened.  “My own.” 
 
    I knew that. 
 
    I rubbed the icon on my phone and the connection opened.  A high, piercing tone stabbed out, an animal sound that sank into an oscillating gibber: a jackal cry.   
 
    “Fuck.  Battle stations,” I yelled.  “We’ve got incoming!” 
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    “Rabid dogs are like leprechauns; they need a  
 
    grenade up the ass before they see reason.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    I growled deep in my throat, ready to spit, cuss, kick ass, and take names in that order.  “Why is everyone raining on my orgies.  I work hard as a demon lord.  I deserve my down time.” 
 
    Teri looked up from a delicate nibble on one of my nipples.  “It just isn’t fair.” 
 
    I sighed. “Well, there’s no helping it.  Werejackals are attacking.” 
 
    Dani gave my cock a last lick.  “Okay, I think I can remember where I’m leaving off.”  She gave me a wicked smile.  “Or you can remind me later.” 
 
    Teri and Cleo rolled to feet which grew claws like their fingers.  The ladies were soft and curvy in all the right ways, but also well-muscled.  They had great abs and chiseled thighs, possessing a werecat’s famed leaping prowess.  By the time I climbed to my feet, their bodies were covered in fur, making them distinctively colored: ginger, black, and brindled. 
 
    I walked up to Gloria and the Rider.  Moving with dragon speed, I caught their wrists, immobilizing their swords mid-clash.  “Didn’t you hear me?  We’re under attack, for real.  Beastmen.  They should already be storming the mansion. 
 
    I knew I was right when I heard outside sounds of automatic fire. 
 
    And to think, ignorant fools say an AR-15 has no place in home defense. 
 
    I slipped between the girls, the werekitties following.  We headed toward Kain and Vivian.  They were just ahead, engaged in deep conversation.  Kain nodded, “I believe an alternative to a human’s-only slayer organization a worthy goal.  I must commend you on not letting your hatred of rogue vampires turn you against those of us with honor.” 
 
    “I’m willing to trust any vampire far as I can throw one, which is pretty far.”  Vivian smiled with habitual threat while sinking deep in the vampire lord’s charm.   
 
    She’ll be on a shelf in his museum if she’s not careful. Time to break up this budding friendship.   
 
    I said, “Kain, werejackals, remember?  Do you think your men might need to be reinforced?” 
 
    He considered.  “They ought to be able to put down a bunch of dogs.” 
 
    “Bunch of mangy ill-bred, butt-sniffin’ mutts,” Cleo clarified. 
 
    “With fleas,” Teri added. 
 
    “Never a dog catcher around when you need one,” Dani finished. 
 
    “Demon-dogs?” Red Centipede Rider asked. 
 
    “Not that simple,” I said.  “After you kill them, they keep coming as zombies.  By all means, let your security deal with them, but I suspect there’s a rogue sorcerer or fey lord behind this that I want to catch.”  
 
    “Could be a her,” Gloria said.  “A sorceress or witch.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” I said.  “Long as I catch them so Kat and Josh can bring the Pride back to Sacramento.  In the absence of their stabilizing power, a territorial war will erupt that could reflect badly on me as the lord and master of the known universe.”  
 
    Kain stared at me.  “This might be a good time to impose stability.  I could declare Sacramento temporarily closed to vampire incursion, holding the territory out as a prize to win political allies.” 
 
    “Or I could just stake you.” Vivian smiled but not in a good way.  “Sacramento has a strong dhampyr community that I wouldn’t want to see encroached upon.” 
 
    Not so much under his charm after all, I decided.  
 
    “The Sacramento wolves would be unhappy with you as well,” I said.   
 
    “We’ll talk about it later,” Kain said.  “Let’s have a magic-user hunt.  Having a new ghost in my service that can raise the dead might prove valuable.” 
 
    There were more bursts of gunfire outside the mansion. 
 
    “Gotta get past the minions first,” Teri said. 
 
    “Gotta catch him or her,” Cleo added. 
 
    “And watch out for demons.  Necromancers always play with demons,” Dani finished.  “That’s why they’re so icky.” 
 
    The Rider nodded, face hyper-serious.  “Icky death magic and dog-men, got it.” 
 
    I looked around for Selene and saw her raiding the buffet table.  I called over to her.  “Selene, can you portal the red centipede from the Clan House and bring it here?  It might still be hungry.” 
 
    Eating for two, she turned with a loaded plate in her hands.  “I’ll drop it off in front.”  A short-lived pyre blossomed.  A shimmer of crimson stars danced in the blaze and dropped to the floor as she willed herself elsewhere.  The pyre died in her absence. 
 
    Vivian settled a sudden glare on me.  “Caine, this is your business.  If I’m going to help you out, I need to get paid, my usual rates.”  
 
    I couldn’t believe such rampant greed.  “Paid!  What?  You think demon lords are made of money?” 
 
    “She has a point,” Teri said.  “We’d be working for free, too.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said.  “I’ll put up a valuable prize for whoever takes out the magic-user first.” 
 
    If that’s me, everyone will still wind up working for free and I won’t be out anything. 
 
    I smiled.  “I’ll throw in medical care for anyone wounded.” 
 
    One doesn’t let one’s friends bleed to death or they become useless possessions. 
 
    “One minute in your personal armory and I keep whatever I can carry out,” Kain offered. 
 
    “Great idea,” Vivian said.  “I’ve seen what he has; top grade stuff.” 
 
    Oh, stabbed in the back!   
 
    I shot her a hard stare.  “Hey, I didn’t agree to that!” 
 
    The machine gun fire fell silent.   
 
    Better divert attention from my armory.   
 
    “We’ll talk about later,” I said.  “We need to hurry.  The zombies will be rising soon.” 
 
    Kain gave me a long look.  “You had best not disappoint us.”  For a moment, the jovial host façade dropped and I saw into the eyes of an immortal vampire who’d been around since the word was young, a man who was one of the secret rulers of the planet.  Hellfire burned in his merciless eyes, then the smiling mask went back on. 
 
    Outside, I heard a few concussion grenades going off as automatic fire resumed. 
 
    Kain took out his phone and made a call.  “It’s me.  Check the perimeter cameras, look for suspicious vehicles on the cul-de-sac.  The attack might be originating from a mobile command center.” 
 
    He waited, listening, then turned to me.  “The visible cars all belong in the area.”  He put his phone away.  “I’ll send out my ghosts to see what they can find.”  
 
    A phantom butler faded in.  “My Lord?” 
 
    He spoke to the spirit.  “Have the staff sweep the neighborhood.  We’re looking for a necromantic presence.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.  Right away.”  Gramps faded. 
 
    The Rider strolled up to me.  “Hey, Caine, can I go and do some killing now.  I’m bored.” 
 
    I glanced at her.  “Sure, just don’t get bitten.  All I need is a zombie-goddess running amok, too.” 
 
    She kissed me on the cheek.  “Thanks for caring.”   
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Vivian said. 
 
    Massive sword balanced over her shoulder, the Rider and her new sidekick strolled off.   
 
    Gloria said something I missed as I watched the pair sashay toward the hallway door.   
 
    “Caine?” Gloria touched my arm. 
 
    I shifted my attention to her.  “Yeah?” 
 
    “I asked if she’s really a goddess?” 
 
    “War goddess.  She was born in a hell-dimension and has spent most of her life battling monsters and protecting the human-like locals as their legendary warrior-mascot.  If she has a weakness, it’s her unsophistication.  She kills things.  Subtle machinations are out of her wheelhouse.” 
 
    Gloria lowered her voice—as if that was going to give us privacy in a room with shifters and a vampire.  “Caine, we haven’t talked about what Kain wants.  Are you okay with a political marriage?” 
 
    Though useless, I lowered my voice as well.  “I’m out to conquer the multiverse.   I can’t fight everybody.  I need allies.  Marriages of convenience are a necessity going forward.  We both know that.  Selene and Izumi do, too.  What you want to know is, if you and I will be okay together, with a change in our relationship.” 
 
    She nodded.  “Yeah, I guess so.” 
 
    Glancing around, I noticed that nobody else was talking, making a point to look somewhere else—as if they weren’t hanging on every word.  Kain already knew what was going on, but this was news to the werekitties.  Give it twenty-four hours, and I knew word would spread throughout my harem.  The only one out of the loop was going to be Julia, my adopted daughter, and Izumi, my ice queen back in Fairy, now the reigning queen of my Dragon Lands. 
 
    I leaned in and gave Gloria a chaste—unlike me—kiss on the cheek.  “Friends forever.  One thing though, your son Adrian, the self-proclaimed Master Vampire of L.A., he’s going to have to accept me as a permanent fixture in your life.  And he’s going to hate the idea that I stand above him in vampire hierarchy; and I’m not even a vampire.  He’s bound to go wild and provoke me to some kind of duel in a misguided attempt to save you from my bed.” 
 
    I could see Kain and the werekitties nodding their heads in silent agreement. 
 
    I heard more gunfire and the savage battle scream of an enraged centipede and knew the Red Centipede Rider was on the job. 
 
    I said, “It’s too bad Kain can’t find some foreign diplomatic mission for him.  If he thinks his talents are finally catching notice, Adriene might miss a lot of what’s flying below the radar.  But we’ll want the engagement ball sooner rather than later, with the actual ceremony close behind.  Whoever Adriene’s is sent to negotiate with should be in the loop, knowing the need to keep him diverted until it’s way too late to object and get himself killed—permanently.” 
 
    “You’ve put some thought into this,” Gloria said. 
 
    I shrugged.  “The Old Man told me long ago I’d need you if I had any chance of aligning with the ‘blood-sucking fiends’, his words, not mine.” 
 
    “When will the Old Man get back from his honeymoon with your Cousin Kinsey?” Gloria asked. 
 
     “Well, I’m not sure if he’s had sex in the last two-thousand years so…” 
 
    “So, we may have to send him a message if we expect him at the wedding.  It wouldn’t look convincing if we got married and he wasn’t there.  Besides, I’ve always liked the Old Man.  He’s the only one Kain is half afraid of.” 
 
     Kain murmured to himself.  My dragon hearing caught it all.  “Not afraid, just cautious.  The demon lord sank Atlantis in his callow youth.  And that city-wide spell that saved L.A. from the tidal wave—beautifully executed.” 
 
    It was my necromantically powered spell.  Gloria had helped me with it, but I wasn’t going to claim credit; too many bodies had volunteered their souls to power it.  And I wasn’t done with my private conversation yet. 
 
    “Gloria.”   I stared deep into her eyes despite the greater allure of her cheerleader figure and oversized tits. 
 
    “Yes, Caine?” 
 
    “You do realize that you will be asked about my performance after we comeback from our own supposed honeymoon.  I can’t imagine that the lady vamps aren’t going to want confirmation of my celebrated sexual prowess.” 
 
    “You say this because you don’t know if I can lie convincingly to vampires that can hear my heartbeat.” 
 
    “Right.  You can simply not answer, but then, someone might start rumors that the relationship isn’t valid since it hasn’t been consummated.  That would work against the stability of your powerbase.” 
 
    Her red eyes grew brighter.  She smiled, baring fangs.  “You can’t fool me, Caine.  You’re just wondering if you’re going to get some.” 
 
    The werekitties nod agreement. 
 
    Everyone thinks they know me. 
 
    “Hey!” I protested.  “You can’t say these aren’t legitimate concerns.” 
 
    Kain nodded to that. 
 
    Gloria dropped her smile.  “Caine, without a doubt, I know whenever you make a point of not string at my tits or ass, that’s all you want.  I’ve known you too many years to be fooled.” 
 
    “Which is why this plan will work,” Kain said.   
 
    A hazy grey cloud solidified next to him, one of his ghosts.  The spirit spoke, bowed, and faded.  Kain turned to us and smiled the way a wolf does seeing a family of cute little bunnies hopping out from cover.  “The stench of death is heavy over one of the neighboring estates.  My ghost tried to investigate further, but a spiritual barrier has been erected to keep out visitors.” 
 
    I smiled.  “In other words, we’ve pinned the tail to the mastermind.  What’s the address?” 
 
    “Not so fast,” Kain said.  “You haven’t named the prize yet for whoever gets the necromancer first.  You know what I want.”  
 
    I paused, wincing, displaying the supposed agony of my sacrifice.  The truth was; I could always move out all my weapons before giving anyone unfettered access to my arsenal.  “Fine.”  I all but growled the word.  “One-minute access to my arsenal, and they can keep whatever they can carry out in their two hands.” 
 
    “Swear it on your life,” Kain said.  “Swear it on our common soul.” 
 
    “No,” Gloria said.  “Have him swear by something he values; his vain-glorious cock.” 
 
    Aghast, cut to the quick, betrayed with a double-twist of the knife, I gaped at her.  “Gloria!” 
 
    Her flaming eyes narrowed.  “Like I said.  I know you.  Swear by your third leg.  And no tricks.  The weapons have to be in the arsenal to start with, you fey-smelling son of a dragon.” 
 
    I lifted a trembling hand and glared back.  “I swear as High King of Fairy to honor my word or deliver a severed pound of select penis.”   
 
    “Your own flesh,” Dani said.  “Not sausage from the deli.” 
 
    I shot her a cold, killing stare.  “Et tu, Bitch?” 
 
    She hopped behind Teri for cover. 
 
    Cleo waved fingertips at me, a get-on-with-it gesture. 
 
    “Good point,” Gloria said. 
 
    Damn it!  They’re treating me likesome weasel-wording fey! 
 
    “Torn from my own body,” I promised.   
 
    The shivery sound of mission bells pealed over the estate, the magic of Fairy bearing witness to her king’s given word.   
 
    “Now give me that damned address.  I’ve gotta kill something now and get it out of my system or I’ll be anger-fucking a lot of people over the next few months.” 
 
    I shot my werekitties a glance that let them know who I had in mind. 
 
    They didn’t look worried.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SEVEN 
 
      
 
    “A sword has one purpose; bringing out what’s 
 
    inside a person, usually in a spray of blood.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    Time to remind everyone who the general is.   
 
    “Listen up,” I yelled.  “Gloria, werekitties, go down and hook up with whatever guards can be spared.  Fight your way to the neighboring mansion, but not too fast.  Keep the eyes of necromancer on you.  Let the Rider and her centipede nail down the zombie incursion here.”  I swung my stare to our host.  “Kain!” 
 
    He gave me a mock-serious salute that made me want to stab him. 
 
    “To the roof,” I said. 
 
    He lifted an eyebrow for an explanation. 
 
    “I’m going to turn dragon.  We’re going to swoop down on the estate.  We might not catch the bad guy unaware, but we should get there fast enough to limit his responses.” 
 
    He turned all smiles.  “I’ve always wanted to ride a dragon.” 
 
    Gloria and the werekitties hurried toward the hall.  Kain and I followed, our footfalls loud as we ran.   
 
    I continued with Kain.  “No saddle.  You better be able to hang on tight.”   
 
     “About that,” he said.  “I just happen to have a fine mole-skin saddle that ought to fit you.” 
 
    I gave him a savage grin.  “I’ve recently had a massive growing spurt.  Whatever dragon-riding saddle you’ve got squirreled away isn’t going to fit.  Tough luck.”  My inner child bubbled over. 
 
    Hee-hee-hee! 
 
    “I should have been told!” he said. 
 
    He got to the hall door, catching it before it swung shut.  He held it open for me, ever courteous.  I went through.  He followed.  The girls were on the stairs, going down.  We diverged from them, rounding the corner to the other wing, heading for the security tower which would give us roof access. 
 
    “Told?” I said.  “You had ghosts in Sacramento taking pictures.” 
 
    He caught up to me and kept pace.  “I haven’t looked at them yet.” 
 
    “I may want copies.” 
 
    We saved our breath for running.  At the tower, we caught the elevator and headed up to the monitor room.  One of the inside guards opened the door for us.  I noticed Kain expected it; he never slowed or hesitated.   
 
    Man’s got good help. 
 
    He ignored the roof door to swing past the monitors, leaning over one of the vamp guards.  “Show me the front of the estate.”  The images flickered.  The screens caught multiple views: the front door, the drive, and the gate at the street.  I counted a good forty werejackal zombies.   They lurched around like a movie scene in progress, too fresh to have gone blind yet from not being able to blink and keep their eyes moist. 
 
    Vamps stayed on the flanks of the attackers, picking them off with automatic fire, concentrating on head shots.   
 
    Having a hell of a happy time, the Red Centipede Rider guided her undulating beast right through the zombies.  The centipede bit them in half, swallowing large chunks of carrion.  Its legs were razor-sharp swords, mincing those that didn’t go down its maw.  The giant insect had all the finesse of a chainsaw. 
 
    Kain stared at the carnage and the monster bug.  “I’ve got to get me one of those.” 
 
    “The girls should have no problem getting out,” I said. 
 
    “Right.  Let’s go.”  Kain hurried past me, his sword still in his hand. 
 
    “Don’t you need a sheath for that while we’re flying?” I asked. 
 
    He threw a smile at me.  “I’ll manage.”    
 
    I followed him outside.  We ran to the area over the foyer where I had maximum space for my dragon to stretch out.  The change went fast.  I still couldn’t get used to the absence of pain in the shift—not that I minded.  Kain dwindled in front of me as I expanded.   
 
    He stared, greed in his eyes, like I needed to be in his personal petting zoo.   
 
    My emerged dragon stared back, like this was a tasty morsel that only needed ketchup and flame broiling.   
 
    My Villager-self stood in darkness, in my dragon’s mind—staring at a giant movie screen I’d summoned by thought.  That screen reflected everything my dragon saw.  I mentally added surround-sound speakers. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    Before lowering his throat into sword-range, my dragon held out a scaly paw, a silent demand for the sword.  
 
    Kain hesitated to disarm himself but finally passed the blade over; the prospect of a dragon ride too irresistible.   
 
    My front right claw gripped the sword but not tight enough to bleed myself.  My knees grounded on the roof, I stretched out my long neck.  I left it to his judgment to find a comfortable place to sit.  He chose my spine, at the base of my neck, and used his legs to anchor himself.  I felt his hands gripping the edges of two large scales—gingerly—my scale edges were like swords. 
 
    “Set!” he bellowed. 
 
    I beat wings, building up speed, rushing toward the front edge of the roof.  I sensed my dragon grinning. 
 
    What? I asked. 
 
    Not my fault if he can’t hang on, right? 
 
    What’s got your goat? 
 
    The arrogance.  He just happens to have a mole-skin saddle lying around.  My scaly ass! 
 
    He’s already dead.  A fall won’t kill him.  You’d make an unnecessary enemy of him.  Besides, he’d just whip some ghosts out of nowhere to catch himself, and you’d wind up looking stupid. 
 
    Oh.  Good point. 
 
    My dragon didn’t need a lot of height, just enough for a power glide.  Above the drive, a shrill scream struck up at us; the centipede voiced a challenge.  I remembered that in its home dimension, it had flying monsters to contended with.  My dragon roared back, equally defiant, but we thundered higher until we flew over the gates.  From there, we angled toward an estate a couple of houses over. 
 
    Pink Italian marble stretched from the front gates to the mansion, forming a square courtyard.   The massive building stood two stories, champagne stucco with decorative ridges carved to give the building a modern look.  Lights blazed from every window.  Golden, Mexican tiles covered the peaked roof.  The layout was a zigzag: one piece, a three-car garage with rooms on top.  The next section was a turret and great room with a recessed set of front doors.   
 
    The third section faded back, curving around to embrace a pool house next to a backyard swimming pool.  Underwater lights made the pool stand out in the night, making a great rectangular jewel of it.  There seemed to be a fat, bald man in purple trunks floating face down in the water. 
 
    My dragon focused in on a rooftop deck that faced the back of the property and a spectacular canyon view.  It would be a tight fit.  Still thirty feet off in the night, my dragon grunted, hitting the unseen barrier we’d been warned off.  Our wings beat at the barrier, our clawed feet scrambled for traction, as if we’d land on the barrier and just walk across its top.   
 
    We slid backwards as the wall expanded, the necromancer sensing us, fighting back.  Cold seeped into my dragon—the cold of the grave.  The barrier leached our life in a steady trickle. 
 
    Oh, no you don’t. 
 
    I poured shadow magic into Kain’s sword and drew my dragon’s attention to the weapon poking out of his paw.  He swung to the side, slashing with the blade, and slid a wing into the gap.  I filled us with more shadow magic so that out scaly gold length turned jet black.  Stealth mode.   
 
    The barrier lost track of my dragon; we lurched closer to the house, inside that barrier.  I hovered over the roof deck.  My dragon wasn’t going to fit.  He raised an arm, reaching back, and handed Kain his sword—now obsidian with my energies charging it.  My dragon turned his head and long neck to meet Kain’s gaze. 
 
    The vampire hesitated over touching his transformed blade, then grabbed the hilt and grinned.  He stood up, balancing on the base of my dragon’s neck.  He leaped from there and arced down to the roof’s concrete pad, an area surrounded by roof tiles.  There was an elevator stall of concrete, a barbeque station, and an outdoor, canopied bed for fucking by starlight.   
 
    A hot, bikini clad woman in her early forties lay there, a redhead who smelled of death.   
 
    Kain landed, just missing a set of tables and chairs.  He padded over to the elevator and thumbed the call button.   
 
    Behind him, the dead body twitched and sat up on the bed.  She crawled toward him. 
 
    Not my problem, my dragon said. 
 
    We dropped into the backyard. A pair of wiener dogs waddled toward us from the pool house’s open door.  Mouths agape, tongues lolling casually, their lack of fear wasn’t rational.   
 
    My dragon glared at them, baring jagged teeth. 
 
    Hello?  Dragon here. 
 
    I touched thoughts with him: Listen, no heartbeats.  They’re dead. 
 
   
  
 

 Zombie dogs?  And here I am without mustard and buns. 
 
    They increased speed, bouncing into the attack more than leaping.  My dragon opened his maw and upchucked a raging tangle of lightning.  His teeth closed on them.  He chewed.  They crunched.  He swallowed. 
 
    At least they’re fresh.  
 
    Never mind that, I said.  We need to get to the necromancer before Kain does.  He’s not getting into my armory. 
 
    But the wet, fat, bald zombie from the pool had other ideas.  I looked back and saw him gnawing on the barb of my tail.  My dragon flicked his tail.  The zombie flew off his feet, over the pool, and landed on the square pickets of the wrought iron fence.  Several of the black spears poked up out of his belly.  Blood stained his stomach.  He writhed, pawing at the fence, snarling as his head rocked side to side.  I doubted his weak muscles were up to the job of lifting his bulk free.  He’d be there a while. 
 
    I turned to the patio doors.  I could batter my way inside, but too much of that would bring down the house on everyone.  I told my dragon: Better let me take it from here. 
 
    Fine. 
 
    A whirlwind of golden mist gusted up, extra mass expelled and gone in an instant.  In that same second, bones melted, reforming into a human pattern.  Muscles shriveled.  Organs compressed.  In the darkness of my dragon’s mind he and I regarding one another.  The darkness became the back shadows of my mind, a place for him to haunt.   
 
    I opened my eyes to see three different set of French doors to choose from.  The closet ones looked like they led past a kitchenette and breakfast bar, into a family room.  I went toward them and saw my human reflection in the glass doors: naked, totally buff, but short as ever, damn it. 
 
    It’s just wrong of you to hog all the growth, I told him. 
 
    Bite me.  Most of the time, you get to be human—to use the term loosely.  You think that’s fair? 
 
    I hate it when he’s right. 
 
    Well, at least I could arm myself.  I pictured my new sword, the one my Villager family brought me in Fairy during my recent campaign there.  The blade appeared hilt-first in my hand: a titanium katana with a straight blade, the hilt wrapped in black leather.  I’d put a lot of dragon and shadow magic through this sword in the fey wars.  The katana had an odd shadow on it, as if metallurgically changing nature.   
 
    I’d have to look into the effect, later, for now…? 
 
    It just needs to kill. 
 
    I kicked the doors where they touched, though they weren’t locked.  They flew apart, riding back on their hinges.  Several panes shattered.  A few others just cracked.  I stomped forward, crossed the family room, and angled away from a formal dining room, toward the mansion’s front foyer.   I wasn’t smelling any bodies close by but heard the sounds of battle.     
 
    I stopped under an elaborate sculpture of silver columns: lights, an artsy chandelier.  A staircase of dark brown wood lay on my right.  Ahead, the front doors were open, one off its hinges.  In the living room diagonally ahead and on my left, I saw three young zombie children in mindless rampage—little difference from most children.  Gloria danced out of their clutches, chopping them up with her short swords.   
 
    I left her to her fun, taking the stairs up to the second floor.  I heard werekitties growling and knew I was late to the party.  At the top of the staircase, curved railing led right to a closed door.  Left, a hallway stretched away with more doors, probably kids’ rooms.  Left and toward the back of the house, I saw opened double doors.  That’s where the sound of breaking furniture and werekitty growls drew me.   
 
    I went into a master suite, ducking as a ceramic vase shot past my head, exploding against a wall.  Teri balanced on the handrails of a treadmill, poised to leap.  Dani stood on the king-sized bed, holding the long pole of a lamp like a martial arts staff.  She used the heavy base to bludgeon a small zombie poodle. 
 
    Cleo was against a far wall, arms full of fragile vases, decorative plates, and picture frames.  She slung piece after piece at a yellow-and-green blur of feathers.  A zombie parrot squawked, avoiding the missiles. 
 
    “Polly wants a cracker—NOW!” 
 
    I backed out, closing the doors behind me, and ran down the hallway to the other wing.  No sign of Kain or the necromancer.   
 
    A door opened ahead of me and a sixteen-year-old blond in cut-off shorts and a white tee stepped out, arms wrapped around a pink teddy bear.  I knew from her smell and the cant of her head that she was dead and had a broken neck.   
 
    A black sword came out of the room behind her.  It pierced her back to front, stabbing out between her perky breasts, killing the stuffed bear as well.  Best as she could, she looked down, then simply walked off the sword.  She turned her back on me, facing Kain as he came out of the room after her. 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    She was cute, fine ass, lovely legs, but not a necromancer.   
 
    Where the fuck is he?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “I hate bad guys that hide. They should all 
 
    wear Day-Glo orange hair and clown shoes.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    The necromancer had played us.  This whole attack-from-the-neighbor’s-yard thing smelled like a diversion.  If so, it begged a few questions: what was the point, and his real goal?   
 
    Standing in the hall near the zombie teenager, Kain’s sword lashed out, stabbing past her head, then slashing to the side in an economical, short stroke that decapitated her.  Her head hit one wall, bounced down to the dark wood floor, and lopsidedly rolled a crooked path.  Her head stopped at my feet, staring at me with shocked eyes. 
 
    You’re dead.  Deal with it. 
 
    The girl’s mouth opened and a voice that had never been hers spilled out, a male voice that reverberated theatrically, a stab of sound that sank into a wavering gibber.  The howl of a jackal.  Just like the phone calls, I expected nothing more, but the sound was followed by an actual message: “Keeping dancing, fools.  I need to be amused.” 
 
    “Fuck you and the zombies you rode in on, too,” I said. 
 
    “You would do well to copulate your willing ass with a garden spade,” Kain said. 
 
    “You’re an evil vampire overlord,” I said.  “You can say fuck.” 
 
    Kane ignored me. 
 
    The head said: “If you want me, come to the front of the mansion.” 
 
    Closer to downstairs than Kain, I grinned, turned my back, and ran for the stairs using dragon strength and speed.   
 
    No way he’ll catch me. 
 
    I spun hard right and flung myself down the gray-carpeted stairs, barely touching them.   From the middle landing, I turned again and leaped for the foyer floor.  Something heavy hit the massive light fixture high overhead.  I didn’t have to look to see Kain taking a shortcut.   
 
    Landing, I sprang toward the front door, seeing Gloria’s glorious ass ahead of me.  Damn vampire hearing.  She’d heard the girl’s talking head and gotten the jump on both Kain and me.   
 
    I didn’t slow, barreling out the door with a hard-on to kill. 
 
    She stopped to slice at a pair of werejackals—not yet zombies—matching them snarl for snarl.  One got ripped up the crotch while the other lost a hand.  They were hurt, but not down, so the dance continued.  Me, I was up in the air, jumping over Gloria and her new pals.  I couldn’t afford to stop and help her; Kain wasn’t far behind and knew how to throw a sword as well as I did, by all accounts. 
 
     Dropping back to the pink Italian marble of the courtyard, I stared out the front gates.  A '67 Shelby Mustang GT 500 sat there, its Cobra Le Mans engine growling loud, a black monster with two broad gold stripes on the hood.  It was my first Mustang; the one Kain had showed me in his museum.  My first love.  Of course, I looked at the car before the driver. 
 
    The vehicle peeled out, roaring down the street. 
 
    I burst out the gate, sliding to a stop in the middle of the street, my sword clenched in hand.  Kain appeared next to me.  The bastard wasn’t even breathing hard.  Or breathing at all.  He’d forgotten to keep up the illusion of life in all the excitement.   He glared at the mustang’s taillights as it cut a corner and vanished. 
 
    “Son of a chupacabra!” Kain swore.  “He stole my car!” 
 
    I looked at him.  “Your car?” 
 
    “I stole it first.  Besides, I’m a collector of dragon-demon lord memorabilia.  If it’s yours, it needs to be in my safe keeping.” 
 
    “You know that’s insane, right?” 
 
     He shifted his red stare to me as Gloria jogged up to us.  “Caine, if you go dragon, you can catch him.” 
 
    I pointed up into the air where a Mustang floated off into the night, carried by a bile-green cloud of mystic energy.  “He’s out of my league.  There’s no way I’m going up against him without massive firepower and Selene at my side.” 
 
    “Wasn’t that just a werejackal at the wheel?” Gloria asked. 
 
    “Well, jackal from the neck up.  The rest was a man in a black suit with an open-necked gold silk shirt.  Anubis,” I said.  “Not a necromancer, the ultimate necromancer.  We’re fighting a death god here.” 
 
    “You’re not giving up, though,” Kain asked.  “You’ve got to get my car back.” 
 
    “Why don’t you get it back?  After all, he stole it from you.  I don’t think you realize this whole mess is more about him giving you the finger than me.” 
 
    Kain lifted both eyebrows.  “How do you figure that?” 
 
    “He attacked me because he knows you think of me as your missing soul.  If he had killed me in Sacramento, think of the loss of face you’d have endured—besides the loss of a hobby.  Taking the car from your collection, from your security, from your home—that’s a double slap in the face.  He has something personal against you.” 
 
    “I don’t know what.  I’ve never crossed swords with Anubis.” 
 
    “It’s prejudice against vampire,” Gloria said.    
 
     “She’s right,” I said.  “Vampires are undead, technically cheats. If your kind were properly dead, shinigami of one type or another could reap your souls to swell their collections.  Anubis is an old god who no one follows any more.  That means no new followers.  My guess is; he figures to take the Lord of Vampires so he can claim all vampires.” 
 
    Kain’s eyes narrowed as he considered.  “It makes a great deal of sense.  Then, he targeted your Sacramento werecats to lure you to a battleground of his choosing.” 
 
    “He could have done that by going after the werekitties here in L.A.  He was multitasking; messing with us and going after Kat because her Pride shelters Zahra.  I told you about her.” 
 
    “The child with the Eyes of Bastet.  Why war with a goddess of his own pantheon?  Battles on two fronts are difficult to win,” Kain said.  “Not that I haven’t done it.” 
 
    He turned back toward his estate and led the way with Gloria and me few steps back.  He asked, “Do you have a plan?” 
 
    “More a strategy,” I said.  “I’m going to track down Kat.  Zahra’s power might lead me to Anubis, wherever he’s hidden.  And I can use her for bait if Anubis still wants her.  I might be able to hit him when he goes for her.  With Selene, and the blessing of Bastet, I might be able to overpower him long enough to rip out his heart.” 
 
    I wondered how a god’s heart might taste. 
 
    “But you have to find this missing Pride first,” Kain said.  “I’ll put out word for all vampires to be alert for them, and to render assistance.  When I hear of their location, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    I nodded, but I had my own plan that might work better.  I just had to get Colt to contact me.  He’d know where Zahra hid; he’d bonded with her over the Las Vegas wedding and he kept track of his friends.  I couldn’t understand how a son of mine could be so reliable.  
 
    Gloria said, “Anubis has declared war on all vampires.  Caine, when you go after the death god, I’m going to be at your side.” 
 
    I assumed as much. 
 
    Vivian and the Red Centipede Rider met us at the gates of Kain’s estate.  I looked past the blood-splattered werekitties and Vivian.  Chopped pieces of werejackal were strewn everywhere.  All the heads were loped off and arranged in a cute pile.  One of the vampire servants had a hose out, washing off the excess blood from the drive.  I didn’t see Selene anywhere.  Knowing her, and her wily hunter’s instincts, I had to wonder if she up in the sky somewhere, shielding herself, trying to follow Anubis and the flying Mustang.  If so, I hoped she was careful.  If she died at this point in the timeline, I’d lose both her and Colt since he wasn’t born yet. 
 
    I held out my hand to Vivian.  “Let me borrow your phone a minute.” 
 
    She pulled it out and handed it over, no question.  Well, that’s what friends are for; to be used.  I called a phone number from a memorized list.  The connection opened and I heard a sleepy voice.  “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi, Cassie, it’s Caine.” 
 
    “What do you want that I’m not going to give you?” 
 
    I noticed Kain pretending to be distracted, looking away.  That’s how I knew he hung on every word. 
 
    “First,” I said, “Grace sends her love.” 
 
    There was a long silence.  “Caine, do you know where my daughter is?” 
 
    “Sure.  She’s out here in L.A.  I got her a recording deal with a local label.   Didn’t she tell you?” 
 
    “Things are, uh, strained between us.” 
 
    I put fake sympathy in my voice.  “Sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “Yeah, right.  I’ll ask again, what do you want?” 
 
    “You’re still with the PRA, right?” 
 
    Kain looked straight at me.  The PRA, Preternatural Reaction Agency, has PRTs—roving teams of agents—that deal only with supernatural threats.  I’d surprised him with such a contact.   
 
    “Yeah, so?” Cassie asked. 
 
    “I’m trying to do you a favor here.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Are all kitsune as suspicious as you?” I asked. 
 
    “No.  The unsuspicious ones are all dead.” 
 
    “Look, I know you want to hear about your old buddy Joshua Kent, the wereliger.” 
 
    “He’s in Sacramento, happy and married last I heard.” 
 
    “That’s old news,” I said.  “His house burned downed tonight.  If you have the ashes stirred, you’ll find evidence of werejackals.  The Pride is fine, but on the run.  They’ve gone off grid.  Keep an eye out for them.  I’ll help if I can, and you’d better call me.  Anubis himself is behind this.   It’s not just a shifter scuffle.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks.  It’s decent of you to let me know.” 
 
    Yeah, but I’m not copping to burning down Josh’s house.  Act of God.  Really; God watched and didn’t stop me.  Close enough. 
 
    “One more thing, Cass.”  I rattled off the address of the mansion down the street. 
 
    “What’s there?” she asked. 
 
    “Murdered family.  More of Anubis’ work.  You may want to process the scene and come up with a cover story.  The government doesn’t want people wondering if there might be zombies and other monsters loose in the world, right?  People will go back to being an armed society that’s harder to control.  Can’t have that.” 
 
    “Caine, it’s getting out; creditable sources have footage of you in dragon form, running amok in Las Vega and elsewhere.” 
 
    “The lid’s coming off.  And the world needs to know.  About some of it.  Here’s another word of warning: an extra-dimensional war is coming.  Check with your government seers.  All the timelines into the future contain the Earth’s invasion.  Sadly, I’m the hope of the planet, but I can’t do what’s needed in the shadows.  There’s still time to bring preternaturals out in a controlled manner though.  I recommend your bosses give it thought.” 
 
    “Caine, there are a lot of people in high places that will hate that, but I’ve heard the rumblings from the clairvoyant crowd.  I’ll do what I can.  Meanwhile, keep a sharp eye on my baby girl.  She’s my life.” 
 
    “Why are you feuding, anyway?” 
 
    “Goodbye, Caine.”  She ended the call. 
 
    I handed Vivian back her phone.   
 
    I had a shadow-tatt on me that connected me to my armory and the weapons there.  With a thought, I sent my titanium katana back to Malibu.  That out of the way, I turned my attention to my host.  
 
    “Kain, you need to do something with all these zombie body parts.  I recommend you have them all trash bagged and hauled over to the other estate.  No one has to know they didn’t die here.  The feds will dispose of the remains for you.” 
 
    “Who is Cass and Grace?” he asked.  “And you mentioned kitsune, Japanese fox spirits?” 
 
    The Red Centipede Rider rode her monster past us.  We all moved aside.  The insect ought to be well glutted but why take chances?  The Rider called down to me.  “Ready to go?” 
 
    “Sure, been a long night and I need my beauty sleep.”  I grinned at Kain, still ignoring his questions.  “It’s been a fun party.  Thanks for having me.”  With a jump, I avoided the centipede’s pincers and dropped behind its head where I settled behind the warrior-goddess, wrapping my arms around her middle.  She nudged the centipede with her heels and we undulated off into the night.  We rippled along with the centipede’s leg-tips clicking on the pavement.   
 
    Yeah, I could have opened a portal straight back to the Demon Clan House, but I was determined to sow the seeds of revelation across L.A.  Supernaturals were going from deep dark secret, to open secret with many still doubtful.  Urban Legend sightings of dragons and centipede-riding-goddesses were my way of nudging the truth out into the light.   
 
    A little carelessness goes a long way. 
 
    I spoke into the Rider’s ear.  “So, you’re saving yourself for the mightiest sword man out there, huh?” 
 
    She loosened my grip and turned to sit facing me, letting the centipede find his own way.  A grin brightened her expression.  “You’ve seen my sword work.  Do you think you’re up to it?” 
 
    “If we’re only talking sword work, strength, and endurance—no magic—I’ve still got a good chance.  I’ve only ever met one person I thought might be a shade better with a blade.”  
 
    “Oh, who’s that?” 
 
    “The Lord of the Phantom Court in Fairy.  One of these days, I’m going to take him on again and try for a decisive win.” 
 
    “Everyone needs to challenge their skills to raise them higher.” 
 
    “That’s the real reason you took that vow, right?  As dangerous as you are, few people would come to test you if you hadn’t sweetened the pot.  You play at simplicity, but like a crystal pool, you run unexpectedly deep.” 
 
    It was a revelation to me. 
 
    “Let’s just keep that between the two of us, okay?” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re a real virgin?” 
 
    She laughed, reaching between us to give my half-mast erection a playful little wiggle.  “Only one way you’ll ever know, demon-who-is-not-a-demon.” 
 
    “Careful,” I said.  “That’s been known to go off without warning.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    NINE 
 
      
 
    “A father’s son is his immortality, 
 
    and a frequent pain in the ass.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    Still naked, a bottle of whiskey in one hand, I stood in my bedroom in the Clan House on Santa Catalina island.  Light from the bathroom and an end table lamp created zones of light.  The quiet solitude of very early morning let me focus my thoughts.  I do my best thinking drunk and without distractions.   
 
    I had several grimoires out on my bed for reference as well as a round cylinder with cuneiform writing on it, stolen from the British Museum.  I hadn’t asked them for it, but I just know they would want me to save all humanity with it—had they known our future was at stake.   
 
    I faced the full-length mirror, concentrating my shadow magic on my ass, where Selene had slapped the spell I’d been constructing.   It wasn’t refined.  I dared not energize it, but I could move it to where I had an easier time working on it.  My shadow swallowed the tatt.  I shifted the splotch up my back, over my shoulder, and down to my stomach were the mirror reflected it to me.  The darkness sank deeper into me, and I studied the crimson pattern. 
 
    My subconscious had already come up with a few improvements.  One was an alternate power source to shadow magic and my golden dragon magic.  If I were damaged enough, such energies might be compromised as well.  Fairy would take care of me if I were in Fairy, but outworld, this too might become chancy.  The one constant in a living universe is death itself.  They age and die, just on a vast scale of time.   
 
    If I can necromantically tie into entropy, the dying universe’s energy will give me life until the cosmos is completely gone. 
 
    I added lines of shadow to the red design: Theta, a god-symbol for Thanos—Death—putting it at the core of a monkey-tail spiral, a Mayan symbol for eternity.  I added a minor demon glyph to link the power system to the existing spell, then drained the whiskey bottle.  The pleasant, smoky burn jolted me pleasantly.   
 
    Magic is thirsty work. 
 
    I set the empty aside and picked up one of the spell books.  If everything wasn’t perfect, I could wind up cursing myself to eternal death, no afterlife, no wheel of life, nothing.  Ever.  This had to be right.  I checked the writing and symbols by holding the book against my chest, also facing the mirror.  This way, mirror-reverse errors could be spotted.  The tatt and the book should match.  Flipping pages, I pored over every last element until I was ninety-nine-point-nine percent sure of perfection. 
 
    Time for my second problem: Colt.  If I had god-like powers and a sneaky evil bastard of a father frequently causing me trouble, I’d keep a discreet eye on him.  I didn’t believe Colt was as out of touch as we all thought.  I needed to provoke him into an appearance.  But first… 
 
     I turned my back on the mirror and went to my dresser.  I opened a drawer and pulled out some sweats, dressing fast.  If I was wrong about my Reboot Spell, at least I’d have some small dignity in death.   
 
    I drew a deep breath and spoke into the stillness of my room.  “Colt, in case this is my final act and your old man winds up killing himself—or worse—I hope you know that I have always loved you and couldn’t be prouder.  You will always be a better man than I have ever managed.  Goodbye.” 
 
    I washed the red from my tatt with shadow magic and drew raw golden voltage from my core, letting dragon magic crackle over my limbs and wreath my torso.  Golden light strobed the room.  I willed all that power to converge on my new tatt, warming my flesh and kindling the spell to life.  I felt like Dr. Frankenstein calling down the lightning of the storm into my monster. 
 
    My breath caught.  I felt my heart stop.  I hadn’t expected that—by aligning myself with cosmic death—I’d kill myself.  I staggered, crumpled to the carpet, and sprawled, rolling onto my back so I could stare up at the ceiling.  The golden crackling over my body settled down.  I smelled the stench of burnt carpet as my shadow tatt went icy cold, frosting my stomach.   
 
    Inverted entropy.  Warmth becomes cold.  Interesting. 
 
    Undead, I waited for Colt to come.  Or the Light.   
 
    Dead people are supposed to go into the Light, right?  No, wait.  That’s for people Heaven wants.  Okay, where are the demon reapers that gather the souls of the evil dead. 
 
    It hit me then, what I’d always halfway believed; Satan feared me taking over, kicking him off Hell’s throne.   
 
    That pussy isn’t going to let me in, pansy-assed bitch! 
 
    I continued to wait, the fingers of my right hand drummed on the floor.   
 
    C’mon, Colt.  I’ve done gone and killed myself.  Come by and at least shake your head sadly at me.  A shed tear wouldn’t be inappropriate. 
 
    I was about to give up, stand up, and shut down the powered-up spell, when copper-red light flared, a disk opening up in the air near my feet.  My hand had stopped drumming.   An older version of Colt stepped out of the magic portal and stared down at me, his face stripped of emotions.   
 
    I wondered from where in our future he’d come.  I’d met him in Fairy, same mid-night red hair, same lean muscled form.  He’d abandoned his younger self’s skull-faced, black-and-white hoodie, wearing black jeans and a black sleeveless tee.  His hands were encased by fingerless half-gloves.  Around his right bicep was a three-strand barbwire tatt with blood-beads on several points.  Strapped across his back was a black-lacquered sheath.  The hilt shimmered with infernal light.  It was the demon sword I used to own, the one I’d given his younger self.  The copper-red portal closed behind him.   
 
    Shadows rushed in to mute him as he walked along my right side, still looking down at me.  He squatted.  His voice came out raw, as if he’d recently been screaming.  “Still playing games?” 
 
    I sighed.  “It’s what I do, but I do need to talk to you.” 
 
    “So, talk.” 
 
    Before I could, another copper-red portal opened, a smaller one.  Nine-year-old Colt stepped out of this one, familiar black hoodie with white skull on it.  The hood was thrown back.  His eyes were bright, aglow with light.  He carried a slim, three-foot branch stripped of leaves.  It looked like something for roasting marshmallows. 
 
    That thought made me hungry.   
 
    Staring up at the ceiling, I played dead as he walked along my left side and stopped.  He used the stick to poke my cheek.  I gave no response.  He squatted down and looked at his older self across my body.  “Is he dead, dead drunk, or being a jerk?” 
 
    Older Colt said.  “Even dead, he will always be an ass.” 
 
    “He’s not breathing,” Younger Colt said. 
 
    “New tatt.  It locks him is a biological stasis until it’s powered-down,” Older Colt explained. 
 
    I lifted a hand and waved.  “Hi, Colt.  Came as a surprise to me, too.” 
 
    “Not to me,” Older Colt said.  “This is on Mom’s list of things that must happen for the future to survive.  She calls it Plan A.  Congratulations; right on schedule.  However, for trying to use this to manipulate us…” 
 
    Younger Colt thrust an accusing finger in front of my nose.  “Bad Dad.  Bad Dad!” he yelled. 
 
    “I do the best I can,” I said.  “I missed you.” 
 
    Older Colt gave me a broken laugh; there and gone.  “Give it up.  We’re not falling for it.” 
 
    “I’m a fey high king,” I said.  “I can’t lie anymore, so pay attention.  Broken monster that I am—I love you both.”   
 
    If the truth manipulates them, that can hardly be my fault.   
 
    “I’m down now, so if you want to kick me, go ahead.  If my pain can make you happy, I’m fine with that.” 
 
    I needed to test my new spell anyway. 
 
    Older Cain pulled his hunting knife and held it a moment, looking for fear in my face.  “Are you sure?”   
 
    I grinned; like he’d stab his only father... 
 
    He buried the knife in my non-beating heart and let go, leaving the hilt poking up,  
 
    Fuck me blind!  He did it. 
 
    I stared at the hilt.   
 
    “Always wanted to do that.”  He stood and looked down at me, face stripped of emotion.  And kicked me in the ribs.  I felt several of them break.  “Aren’t you glad you called for me?” 
 
    His kick rolled me toward Younger Colt.  His face showed profound shock.  He hadn’t known this was going to happen.  I rolled onto my back once more, wondering if my right lung had been pierced by broken ribs.  Hard to tell when you’re not breathing.  It occurred to me that this was what a vampire experienced.  Undead, vulnerable, driven to survive at all costs.  I didn’t think Older Colt would go much farther. 
 
    “Why don’t you look happy?” I pulled the knife from my chest and held it up, hilt first.  “And why stop?  Don’t I deserve all your anger?  This is your chance to purge your demons.” 
 
    Older Colt looked at the knife, snatched it from my hand, and returned it to his sheath.  “Sorry, can’t.  If I let go, I won’t be able to stop.  You sent her out, knowing she’d die.  I can never forgive you for that.” 
 
    “Who?  Who did I let die?” 
 
    “Mom says we’re not allowed to tell you.  Apparently, it needs to happen.  Not that I can ever forgive you.”  Face still empty, he turned and walked to Younger Colts still-open portal.  He ducked in and rode the portal away.   
 
    I touched the hole in my chest.  No bright red arterial blood spurted.   
 
    No pumping heart to drive blood flow.  Still hurts like hell.   
 
    I turned my head toward younger Colt.  “Your turn.  I still got some unbroken ribs on the left side.” 
 
    Colt said, “Mom says we shouldn’t blame you for everything that goes wrong.  She says it’s not okay to hate you.  That we need someone who can make the hard decisions for defeating the Unzar.  She says there are always casualties in war.” 
 
    “She’s right,” I said.  “She told all that to you because she knew your older self wouldn’t listen.  I hope you’ll listen to me.  I did this because it’s important that we touch base.” 
 
    Fey king here, can’t lie any more.  Man, that will cramp my style. 
 
    “I believe you.”  He turned his head toward his open portal.  “I won’t later.”  He turned his young eyes back to me.  They brimmed with unshed tears.  The dying glow of his copper-red eyes made it seem like he was about to cry red diamonds.  “I’m sorry.”   
 
    I sighed.  “The heart is a stubborn beast.  It sinks its teeth into a feeling and won’t let go, no matter how much hurt follows.  For what it’s worth, I’m glad you’re on my side—as long as it lasts.  I will always do what’s needed to keep you safe.  If that’s going to be a problem, it’s not one I can help either.” 
 
    He used a finger to swipe his eyes, clearing the tears away.  “So, this new tatt…” 
 
    “Let’s find out if it does what it’s supposed to do.”  I used a thought, withdrawing the flow of shadow magic to it.  The part of the spell hooking me up to universal entropy hadn’t engaged.  My fey shadow magic and my Villager shadow magic had been enough.  Now that those energies were gone, the tatt went dormant.  Only twenty-five percent physical damage would make it automatically click in after this.  
 
    I drew a deep breath.  Yep, lungs were pierced.  Blood spurted from my chest wound, once, then the wound closed.  The pain in my side receded as the broken ribs popped back to where they were supposed to be. 
 
    Spell works great, at least on a low-level restoration. 
 
    “Dad?” 
 
    I sat up and turned, still sitting, to face my son.  “Good as knew.  Listen, as long as you’re here, I need to talk to you.  Can you power down the portal and stay a while?” 
 
    “You’re not going to try and make me go home, are you?” 
 
    “You’re with me.  You are home.” 
 
    That surprised him.  Relaxing, he settled back, getting comfortable with his feet crossed under him.  The disk of energy dwindled and died.  “Okay.” 
 
    “I’ve been to Kat’s home in Sacramento.  Anubis sent his minions against us.  The house is burnt toast.  I hope she has insurance.” 
 
    Colt shrugged. 
 
    I continued.  “They hit again at Vampire Kain’s mansion in Bel Air.  I have a lot of reason for going after Anubis, but I can’t do it alone.  I need you and your mom.” 
 
    “I’m mad at her.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “She doesn’t want me to have a harem.  And she says I need to get rid of Zahra.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “That’s it.” 
 
    Oh, I thought there’d be more. 
 
    “Dad!  She’s my first.  My collection is just getting started.” 
 
    “She’s not your first.” 
 
    “The skin-walker in Vegas doesn’t count.  She was evil and she lied.” 
 
    “Okay.  Did your mom give you a reason?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes.  “I thought she was joking at first.  She says she’s going to make me the perfect woman so I don’t need to gather girl-toys I won’t want later.” 
 
    “That’s not a joke?” 
 
    He glared.  “I found a new secret laboratory.  There were cloning vats.  She’s growing people!  That’s just wrong.” 
 
    I thought of all the clone versions of me in Selene’s jewelry salons in Talon City, Europa, the sixth closest moon of Jupiter.  The buried city was better known as the Underground.  It connected to hundreds of realities, the ultimate market.  I knew she planned to clone members of my inner circle.  She’d said something about our first encounter with the Unzar teaching her need for a lot of spare body parts on hand.  Apparently, all this had been withheld from Colt.   
 
    Maybe for good reason.  Still caught in linear time, how would I know? 
 
    I sighed.  “She’s still your mom.  Look, who you have in your life—when it comes time for serious relationships—is up to you.  Older Colt stands up to Selene, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “So, is there a problem in giving up the harem if you get to keep Zahra as a friend?  I mean, you can have all the friends you want while still devoting a lot of time and energy to training.  And maybe, if you hone your powers so you can fight at my side against the Unzar, fewer people will die.  Maybe your future self’s anger at me comes from buried rage at himself.  Maybe he doesn’t like the thought that if he’d been more prepared, whoever I sent to die might have been saved.   We all play games with our hearts, seldom taking them out for honest inspection.”  I grinned at him. “You know, my greatest strength is that I know I’m an utter bastard that makes even demons look good.” 
 
    He stared back in silence. 
 
    “Never mind, just thinking out loud,” I said.  
 
    Well, time to change the subject and get down to business.  “So, tell me everything you know about Kat and her missing Pride.” 
 
    “She’s in Shreveport, hiding.  Don’t spread it around too much.” 
 
    “Only to my allies.”  I crossed my heart over the puncture in my sweatshirt.  “Word of the King of Fairy.”   
 
    And over the island, mission bells shivered the air, pealing loudly. 
 
    “That’s going to get annoying,” I said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TEN 
 
      
 
    “Gruesome death is usually 
 
    opportunity in disguise.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few hours later, I took Colt through my full-sized mirror, showing him how the enchantment worked.  In one step, we hopped from L.A. to Malibu, to my mansion’s bedroom where the same magic mirror occupied another point in space.  It occupied a third point in my Malibu Office/bar.  And a fourth in my basement armory.  With an eye to overkill, I planned on recovering a certain god-weapon stored here before hitting the road.  But first, I needed to see if the Old Man was back in town. 
 
    Colt followed me into the hallway.  I pointed at what had once been the dead end of the hall, at a dwarf-carved magic door I’d had installed.  It didn’t go into the backyard, but led to Fairy, to the middle plains of my Dragon’s Eye Kingdom.  “The door leads to my treehouse mansion, to the garden.  You’ve been there.  This is another access you should know about.” 
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    Turning away, we went down the hall and turned left into the kitchen.  The house was quiet to my dragon senses.  I heard no voices or footfalls upstairs.  That left my combination office, bar, and rec center, a sprawling space.  It’s door lay just past the stairs, accessed from the living room.  My office had a mystic shield.  If the Old Man was anywhere, I thought I’d find him there, going through my booze.  We entered the living, following the right wall. I opened the door and stepped in, smelling ozone and seawater.  There were clouds in the room, manly grunts, and the sound of slapping flesh. 
 
    I spun and stepped back out, pushing Colt ahead of me. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t want to scar your young mind.  Somethings, you aren’t ready to see.” 
 
    “Is Grandpa in there?” 
 
    “Oh, yes.” I guided Colt back to the kitchen.  “And your new grandma, too.  The honeymoon is still in overdrive.  They’re going to need time to, uh, finish up and find their clothes.” 
 
    Damn, I’m going to have to replace the velvet on the pool table after this.  What were they thinking?  There are bedrooms upstairs and a hot tub out back! 
 
     Colt sat at the kitchen table, watching as I got the coffeemaker going.  “Make you some breakfast?” I offered. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “I went to the fridge, opened the door, and found it mostly empty.  “I guess Osamu hasn’t kept up with the shopping here since we’ve been staying in L.A. so much.”  I closed the door and took out my phone.  I called him at the Clan House.  He had a room in my suite. 
 
    He answered on the second ring.  “Hai, Caine-sama.  How may this lowly one serve his exalted master?”  He was capable of normal American-style speech.  He preferred to sound like Hollywood stereotype. 
 
    “Did I wake you?” 
 
    “Hai, Caine-sama.” 
 
    “Well, I’d like to say I was sorry about that, but as the new high king of Fairy, I can no longer tell a lie.” 
 
    “I understand, Caine-sama.” 
 
    “Anyway, I’m in Malibu with Colt.  I’m touching base with the Old Man and hitting my armory, then I’ll cross back to the Clan House by magic mirror.  Do you think you could whip us up some breakfast, say in about forty minutes?” 
 
    “I would be most honored.” 
 
    “Say, we’re taking a road trip to Shreveport, Louisiana.  Want to come?  They have some good casinos on the Red River, and Cajun music.  There might even be a few werejackals we’ll get to kill.”  
 
    “Sounds delightful.  I’ll pack a bag.” 
 
    I called Gloria next.  She picked up at once.  “Hello, luv.” 
 
    “Hi, Gloria.  Up for a road trip?” 
 
    “To where?” 
 
    “Shreveport.  We’re keeping it quiet though.  Hook up with me at my Clan House.  Bring weapons.  Swing by and grab Vivian, too.  Also, what can you tell me about the preternaturals in that part of the country?” 
 
    “Shreveport is werebear territory, but across the Red River, in Bossier, a minor vampire clan is building its power and presence.  About a hundred vamps.” 
 
    “Are they ass-kissers or spoiled children that will resent our presence in the area?” 
 
    “Given any chance to win favor with Kain or myself, they’ll fall over their feet, rushing in, all puckered.  But they’ll hesitate to enter Shreveport; it could mean a war with shifters.  And word of our presence will leak out.  The Vamps in New Orleans are much stronger—and paranoid.  They’ve given Kain problems before.  I don’t think we want them sticking their noses in our business.” 
 
    “Then they’ll be a problem when they hear about our official engagement.  Maybe we should make a point of luring them in—and smacking them down—early on.  It will spare us greater trouble down the road.” 
 
    “Maybe.  How are we getting to Shreveport?” 
 
    I looked at my son.  “I’ll ask Colt to portal us over.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll get ready,” she said. 
 
    I ended the call.  “That’s all right with you?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    The Old Man and Kinsey strolled into the room, clothed.  That meant I didn’t have to gouge out my eyes.   
 
    She wore her basket-hilted rapier in a leather sheath, connected to her belt with delicate silver chains.  Her belt buckle, also silver, was set with a great, dark-red garnet.  Her boots were ankle-high, black like her pants.  And her top was an understated green, leaving her long golden hair as the star of her appearance.  Her eyes looked metallic, like she’d painted them antique gold.   
 
    The Old Man wore black slacks, loafers, and a Hawaiian shirt, tan with green palm branches on it.  He towered over everyone, a bald, blue-skinned demon with dark blue tatts and raised scars made by deliberate branding.  As the last Atlantean demon, his power lay mostly in storm magic. I’d seen him pull a tropical storm and a waterspout out of a clear sky.  He was also the one who’d first gotten me into shadow magic. 
 
    “Caine.”  He nodded nonchalantly, like I hadn’t caught him with his pants literally down.   
 
    Kinsey echoed him, but my name came out as a sort of growl.  “Caine.  Aren’t you supposed to be running the demon clan in L.A.?” 
 
    “I’m getting ready for a cross country trip with Colt.  I need to touch base with you guys before we go.” 
 
     Her glower shifted to a more pleasant expression as she saw Colt over at the table.   
 
    He waved.  “Hi, Grandma.  Grandpa.  Have a nice honeymoon?” 
 
    The Old Man crossed the room and lowered his massive, muscle-heavy bulk into a chair.  “Best memories of my life.” 
 
    Kinsey’s face warmed with a blush. 
 
    I grinned, deepening her embarrassment. 
 
    She caressed her sword hilt.  I knew she’d stab me in a heartbeat. I dropped the smile. 
 
    The Old Man smiled brightly at his grandson.  “So, a trip, huh?  Where are you going?” 
 
    “It’s a secret,” he said.  “You won’t tell anyone, will you?” 
 
    He crossed his heart.  “I’ll take it to a watery grave and leave it there.” 
 
    Kinsey held up three fingers.  “Eagle scout’s promise.” 
 
    I frowned at her.  “You were an eagle scout?  Not a girl scout?” 
 
    “Who wants to hock cookies when you can go hiking and camping.” 
 
    “You must have been a late bloomer,” I said. 
 
    “Dragon magic.  Our human forms aren’t that rigid.  Real dragons can alter appearances with only the dragon form staying the same.” 
 
    I frowned.  “I can’t.” 
 
    She shrugged.  “Like I said.  Real dragons.  You’ve got all that Villager DNA clogging up your heritage. It’s why you’re a midget dragon, too.” 
 
    Not anymore.  But I decided to save that revelation for later.  For now, I just ignored her bias. 
 
    Colt didn’t.  His small face clouded with anger.  “Don’t be mean to my dad!” 
 
    Kinsey sighed.  “Sorry.  You’re right.  We’re more of a family now.  I need to mend my ways.  A little.” 
 
    Fast as it came, Colt’s anger evaporated.   
 
    He’s dragon-born.  Give him a few years, and he’ll start hoarding his grudges instead of easily giving them up.  It’s in the genes. 
 
    “Listen, Colt” I said, “I’m going to grab a few things from my armory.  You stay here and catch up with the Old Man.  I’ll be back in a few minutes, okay?” 
 
    “Sure.  Can I have a gun, like Julia?  You gave her one.” 
 
    “Let me think about it.”  I walked back to the hallway with the dwarvan door and turned into my room.  There, I changed into one of my good Italian suits and a blood red shirt, leaving the collar open, and used the mirror to pop into my armory.  The room smelled of gunpowder and dust.  I went past the worktables to the main cache and removed my coat.  I slid shoulder holsters on and went back to my favorites: a pair of PX4 storm semi-automatics.  I dropped handfuls of extra clips into my coat pockets and put the coat back on again.  I picked up a bag of flash-bang grenades and went to the secret entrance of my Malibu treasure trove.  Disabling the defensive spells, I slid a section of wall open. 
 
    As I stepped inside, motion-sensor lights glowed.  A pink Will-of-the-wisp floated over to me.  His job was to fetch me at warp speed if anyone ever managed to break in here.   
 
    “How goes it, Bob?” 
 
    Boring, he said. 
 
    “Want to come along and help me kill Anubis?” 
 
    Thanks, no.  I love it here. 
 
    “That’s what I thought you’d say.” 
 
    I moved past him and found an old pirate’s chest filled with gold coins and assorted jewels.  I shoved it aside and pressed the wood shelf where it had been.  A knot in the wood slid down into a recess.  The shelf popped back to reveal a hidden cavity.  Inside, on shelves near the top of the recess, were a pair of ruby-eyed skulls with filed teeth—the skulls of cannibals.  They looked like book ends but were set so they stared at each other.  In between, poking up from the deep shaft, was the gold hilt of the legendary Sword of Light, an ancient treasure brought to Ireland in past centuries by the Tuatha De Danann, the children of the goddess Dana. 
 
    I won’t go into why I had it—heh, heh, heh—except to say that fortune favors sneaky, slick bastards as much as the prepared, and I’m that, too.  My hand hovered above the sword hilt, but I didn’t reach for it.  That would have activated the last anti-theft spell, awakening the skulls.  The unwary thief, getting this far, would pull back a stub if he didn’t recite the right code phrase to keep the skulls dormant. 
 
    “Goodnight, sleep tight, and don’t let the bedbugs bite.”  It was a nineteenth century bedtime prayer parents spoke over sleepy children when tucking them in. 
 
    I reached in, and jerked back, testing.  My paranoia.  Yep, they were deactivated.  I reached in for real and pulled out the sword.  A spooky white-green light activated in the shaft as a fey illusion stone down there created a false image so it looked like the sword was still there.   
 
    “Nobody is happy before his death.”  Paraphrasing the old Athenian poet Solon reactivated the protective spell, though the skulls weren’t guarding anything it all.  Wheels within wheels, evil cunning wrapped in delusion, encased in shadow and misdirection.  Other treasures had other traps, many even more elaborate.  I pitied the thief that ever tried to rob me. 
 
    The sword I held was sheathed in a fleece-lined scabbard.  The oils of the fleece were designed to prevent rusting.  The wooden outer case was bound in red leather and had belts that could be cinched together so the blade could ride diagonally across the back. 
 
    I slid the scabbard on over my suitcoat and returned to my armory, resealing the door behind me.  This sword was what I needed.  I had lots of weapons at the Clan House—but there is only one goddess-blessed sword with the power to match Excalibur: The Sword of Light.   If any weapon could break the death magic of Anubis, this one would. 
 
    I went back through the mirror, stepping out upstairs in my bedroom.  I returned to the kitchen.  The Old Man handed me a mug of coffee.  I noticed everyone’s gaze going to the broadsword I wore. 
 
    Colt pointed.  “What’s that, Dad.  It has a lot of power in it.” 
 
    “That handle…,” Kinsey said. 
 
     I took a sip of coffee and sighed in satisfaction.  “Yes, real gold.” 
 
    “Viking?” she asked. 
 
    “Celtic,” I said. 
 
    The Old Man narrowed his eyes at me.  “Don’t tell me that’s…” 
 
    I gave him a gotcha grin.  “One of the lost treasures of the Tuatha De Danann?  You bet your blue ass.” 
 
    Greed shone in Kinsey’s golden eyes.  “It’s real?  And you have it?” 
 
     “I’ve been saving it for a moment of vainglorious excess.  Which brings me to what I need to tell you guys.  Kat and her Pride have been driven out of Sacramento by Anubis and his werejackals.  She’s in Louisiana.  Colt and I, with a few others, are going to save her.  Old Man, I need you to take over the Clan House for me while I’m gone.  Oh, yeah, vampire lord Kain has decided that I’m the reincarnation of his long-lost soul, so he’s insisting I wed Gloria so he can hand over the vampire world to her.  And while you’ve been away, I conquered Fairy and became the new High King.  Any questions.” 
 
    The Old Man and Kinsey stood there with dropped jaws. 
 
    Colt said, “Can we go get breakfast now?  I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said.  “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    “Humans and monsters can’t exist 
 
        without cruel games; they define us all.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    Colt leaped up off the chair and hugged the Old Man.  “Bye, Grandpa.”  He continued his reign of terror by flinging himself at Kinsey—who visibly fought down the impulse to draw her sword in self-defense.  It only scraped out an inch before she slammed it back into place.  By then, Colt had his arms around her waist, staring up past her bouncing tits, into her startled face.  “Bye, Grandma.” 
 
    “I’m not old enough for that, she said.  “Call me Kinsey.” 
 
    He offered her a crooked smiled.  “Okay, bye Grandma Kinsey.” 
 
    She looked like she wanted to smack him but forced a smile instead.  
 
    Somebody sure isn’t used to children.  I wonder if she’s using protection.  It would be weird—and possibly dangerous—to have a new little brother or sister who’s both dragon and demon. 
 
    He let her go and came up to me holding out his hand.  I took hold.  Copper-red light wrapped wings around us only to burst apart in a feather-storm.  The shavings of light settled to the floor and vanished.  And we were back in the Clan House, in my bedroom.  We crossed the room and went out into the main suite. 
 
    I turned toward the hallway door.  The area in front of it was lined with terracotta tiles where shoes could be removed and stored with coats, hats, and umbrellas off to the side.  Shelving was provided under the benches.  Hardwood floors picked up after that, running through the main space.  Only the office and two bedrooms had carpeting.   
 
    To the left, I heard Osamu in the kitchenette, singing some old Japanese folk song under his breath as he messed with pans on the stove.  My heightened sense of smell classified the various scents: rice omelets, bacon, and pan-seared ahi.   
 
    I turned to Colt and motioned him toward the sitting area where two black-leather loveseats and crimson couches dominated the center space.   I’d recently upgraded the furnishings.  “Grab a seat.”  I didn’t have a formal dining room.  And the food smelled ready.  In fact, I heard Osamu turn off the burners as the toaster popped up some toast. 
 
    Combat butlers, everyone should own one. 
 
    A massive bay window—steel and bullet-proof glass—let in natural light.  The view was partly blocked by a plasma TV that hung from the ceiling on metal bars.  In the middle of the island, a glass-and-chrome coffee table had the remote.  Colt picked it up as he settled on a couch.  He pointed the remote at the TV, bringing it to life. 
 
    Osamu stuck his head out of the kitchenette and gave me a half-formal bob of the head.  “Welcome home, Master.  Breakfast will soon be served.” 
 
    There was a knock at the door.   
 
    I said, “Keep plating the food.  Colt says he’s starving.  I’ll get it.”   
 
    “Yes, Caine-sama.”  His head pulled back into the kitchenette. 
 
    I went and opened the door.  Lord Kain and Gloria stood there with an escort of demon guards whom I waved away.  As royal vampires, both Kain and Gloria could endure sunlight.  They romped in as I backed up, morning light throwing my shadow on them.  I pointed at the shoe rack on the tiles.  “Shoes off, please.”   
 
    They moved to the side to comply, and Vivian caught up to them, entering.  She’d brought her slayer boy-toy with her.  He looked like he ought to be comfortable in his cargo pants and a green-and-hazel camo tee, but that wasn’t the case.  
 
    Jumpy as a seven-tailed cat-demon in a rocking chair factory.  
 
    His slit eyes darted, cataloging everything. I noticed he had a colt ,45 on his right hip and a katana on his left. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked him.  “Never been in a Demon Clan House before?” 
 
    “Now that you mention it, no,” he gritted. 
 
    Vivian flaunted a sheer black catsuit that wore like spray paint on her athletic body.  A black messenger’s style backpack with pink pinstriping rode over one shoulder.  Her pink eyes hid behind designer sunglasses.  As a dhampyr, her eyes were more suited to the night than broad daylight. 
 
    As Kain removed his sandals, I noticed him giving Vivian’s backside serious study, not that I blamed him.  She wore calf-high black leather boots, and had her hair gathered high in back, allowed to fall in a sleek, black ponytail.  And she wore a belt of fake gold coins.  I could tell from the sharpened silver edges that this converted into a flailing sword.  Her other killing tools would be in the backpack. 
 
    She took a deep breath.  “Is that breakfast I smell?” 
 
    “Want some?” I asked. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    I shifted my eyes to her junior partner.  “What about you, Clovis?” 
 
    “It’s Craig.  And I’ll pass.” 
 
    “We all will, eventually,” I said. 
 
    “Speak for yourself.”  Kain joined me.  He sported white socks, tan shorts, and a red-and-gold-sunset-on-the-sea Hawaiian shirt.  I wondered if he and the Old Man shopped at the same place. 
 
    Gloria joined us next, bereft of her white leather slip-ons.  She wore a navy-blue dress that belled midthigh.  There was a single flared sleeve off the right shoulder.  The left shoulder and arm were bare.  This suggested an ocean swirling in celebration around her body.  The deep blue contrasted well with the blonde waves of her hair.  She wore a gold chain around her neck holding a golden bat pendent.  The bat had ruby eyes like drops of blood. 
 
    She stared at me with red-lit eyes.  “I wouldn’t mind taking a bite, if you’re offering, luv.  Vivian mentioned the unusual potency your blood has acquired.” 
 
    Osamu carried plates into the living room, to the seating area.  Colt didn’t wait for us; I heard his fork scraping as he attacked his food.  As Osamu returned, heading for the kitchenette, I called out, “Can you throw some more food on for our guests?” 
 
    “At once, Caine-sama.” 
 
    “You only have one servant?” Kain displayed surprise.  Vampires are always trying to one-up everyone else.   
 
    Not this time.   
 
    I smiled.  “The best combat butler in all Japan.  Where others settle for quantity, I go for quality.” 
 
    “Combat butler?” Craig asked. 
 
    “Osamu,” I yelled.  “If ninja were to burst through the bay window, what would you do?” 
 
    He stepped out of the kitchenette, bowed to us as a group, then wheeled toward the bay window, falling into a swordsman’s stance.  There was a shimmer of red from the demon mark burned into his palm where his demon sword materialized, a black blade surrounded by a red aura of killing malice that curdled the air.  He held the pose a moment, then straightened, the sword vanishing back into the ether. 
 
    “Combat butler,” Kain mused to himself.  “I’ve got to get one of those.” 
 
    I’d realized by now that he had two fallback phrases: that was one.  The other was: Why didn’t someone tell me?  I hope I wasn’t that predictable. 
 
    Craig faced to Vivian.   “I see why you said this trip would be educational.” 
 
    At the stove, Osamu hurried, preparing more food.  Meanwhile, I pointed Craig back toward the door.  “Boots off, please.” 
 
    He looked at Vivian again. 
 
    She smiled.  “It’s all right.  He probably won’t steal them.” 
 
    Vivian lifted a leg and swung a foot toward Kain.  “Want to help a girl out?” 
 
    “Certainly.”  He caught her leg behind the knee and stripped off the boot with his other hand.  That leg went down and she swung up the next boot.  Starting out black, his eyes warmed to a hungry red as he removed the second boot.  Her ever faithful lackey, Craig picked her boots off the floor.  He took them to the shelves and left them there, making no effort to remove his own footwear.  “I’ll just guard the door.” 
 
    “Fine, you do that.”  Vivian’s eyes were burning bright pink through the dark lenses of her sunglasses, her stare on Kain.  “Can I have my leg back now?”   
 
    He moved in close, one hand sliding around her waist, pulling her into intimate range.  “You train hard.  It shows.  Your strength and balance are exceptional.  One night, I would love to take you…dancing.” 
 
    “Careful what you wish for,” she said.  “You might get it.” 
 
    “But not on my time,” I said.  “Vivian, we’re heading east to help out Kat and her Pride.  You’ll be getting your usual rates.  If Anubis shows up—and I think he will—there will be an added bonus for danger pay.” 
 
    She pushed off of Kain and set her raised foot on the hardwood floor.  “Deal.” 
 
    I led the way to the island of furniture and took a seat next to Colt.  Kain and Gloria settled on the couch opposite us, the coffee table in between, plates, drinks, and food waiting.  Vivian took the loveseat with her back to the TV and bay windows.   
 
    Colt had a Kim Possible Cartoon going.   Ron and Kim were bantering.  Colt looked at me.  “She could do a lot better than that guy.” 
 
    I sighed.  “I know.  It saddens me, too.”   
 
    Kain stared at the boy.   
 
    “Colt,” I said, “what would you do if a bunch of ninjas broke in from the bay window?” 
 
    He bit off a corner of toast and chewed.  “I’d ask Aunt Vivian to fall to the floor so she wouldn’t get hit.” 
 
    I grabbed a plate and took some of the ahi and buttered toast.  “Hit by what?”   
 
    He lifted his left hand and pointed at Vivian.   
 
    She got up and stepped aside.   
 
    Colt’s hand pointed at the windows, in a line traveling under the TV. Copper-red lightning crackled around his hand and wrist.  He jerked his hand back, as if it had hot lightning and recoiled like a gun.  “Zaaaaaaaappp!” he said.  The wreathing energy died down, leaving no trace that Colt was other than a nine-year-old boy. 
 
    Vivian returned to her seat. 
 
    Kain shifted his stare to me.  “Exactly who is this child?” 
 
    “I thought you knew everything about me,” I said. 
 
    “Apparently not,” he said. 
 
    “Colt, this is Lord Kain, spelled with a K, master of all the vampires.” 
 
    At the front door, I saw Craig jerk to rigid attention, hand automatically touching his gun.  Fortunately, he didn’t draw; Osamu watched him carefully. 
 
    I guess no one told Craig who he was traveling with. 
 
    I continued my introductions.  “Lord Kain, I have the pleasure of introducing my son, Colt Deathwalker, heir to the L.A. Demon Clan, prince of the Dragon World, prince of the Dragon’s Eye Kingdom in Fairy, and heir to the Red Moon, first-born of myself and Selene, the Red Moon Goddess. 
 
    Colt waved while gnawing on a strip of bacon.  “Hi.” 
 
    I said, “If I am your long-lost soul, as you believe, he is your son and heir as well.” 
 
    It seemed that, for once, I’d literally shut up the vampire lord.   That didn’t stop several ghost lights from materializing with cameras, taking pictures for a furious spectral-green moment before vanishing. 
 
    I looked over at a pale Craig.  I wondered how long Vivian could keep him around, and if he usually took off her boots, too.   
 
    What had he thought?  That there were only vampires and werewolves in the world? 
 
    Gloria smiled at Kain.  “Oh, did I forget to mention that the boy has traveled from nine-years in the future to visit with his father?” 
 
    “You did indeed fail to tell me?” Kain didn’t sound happy. 
 
    “Selene is carrying Colt now.  He’ll be born in another nine months or so,” I said. 
 
    Colt ignored us, his attention back on Kim Possible.   
 
    I whispered to him, “You know she’s not real, right?” 
 
    Osamu brought in a platter with only fresh fruit and rice omelets.  Vivian and Gloria helped themselves.  Apparently, we were out of fish.  Fork in hand, Kain leaned forward, reached across the coffee table to my plate, and helped himself to my ahi.   
 
    “Sure, go ahead.”  I offered him an evil smile. “By the way, have you considered that if I am your soul and I marry Gloria, it will be the same thing as you marrying your granddaughter?” 
 
    I laughed inside.  You can’t play with a demon lord without getting burnt. 
 
    Eyes down, he studiously ate my fish, ignoring my victory. 
 
    We gave ourselves to finishing breakfast.  Osamu even took a plate to Craig.  Polite to my combat butler, he accepted the rice omelet and bacon with a murmur of thanks.   
 
    Bacon gets everyone, it’s like its own food group. 
 
    “So, Vivian,” Kain asked, “L.A. already has a slayer group.  Why start a rival group?  Are there that many rogues running loose?” 
 
    I whispered across the table.  “Touchy subject.  You may not want to go there.” 
 
    Vivian glared at me, then turned kinder eyes on Kain.  “It’s all right.  The truth is, the local slayers recently turned into a humans-only group.  They kicked me out when that happened.  Their loss.  I’m the best slayer they ever had.” 
 
    Kain nodded.  “With your dhampyr powers, I can understand that.” 
 
    I looked over at Craig.  He had no reaction.  Apparently, he’d known all along about Vivian.  I felt sad that I didn’t get to see him freak. 
 
    Vivian said, “I intend to accept both humans and preternaturals in rogue suppression, just like the Feds do with their roving PRTs.” 
 
    Kane smiled.  “I consider that a worthy goal.  If you are in need of financial backing…I’d like to be helpful.” 
 
    What he means is he’d like to help himself to your front and backside, and maybe a pint or two of blood. 
 
    He smiled, baring fangs.  “No strings, of course.” 
 
    Like anyone will believe that. 
 
    Vivian returned his smile.  “I’ll let you know.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWELVE 
 
      
 
    “Too much power is as bad as not 
 
    Enough, unless we’re talking about me.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was Colt’s crimson Mustang, the one I’d bought him in Las Vegas.  A call to one of the on-duty guards had delivered it to the front of the building.  The flames on the side were gold.  The top was down. I’d added a booster seat behind the wheel so he could see through the windshield.   
 
    Colt’s eyes lit up.  “My car!” 
 
    “I thought I’d let you drive,” I said. 
 
    “Great, but…my feet can’t reach the pedals.” 
 
    “You’ll have to use your mind,” I said. 
 
    Silent, he stared at the car.  Sorry, I just can’t think of a way.” 
 
    “No,” I said.  “I meant use your mind, your thoughts, to control it.  You’re a demi-god, right?” 
 
    He smiled.  “Oh, yeah, I can do that.” 
 
    I stared down the drive.  There was a Golden BMW that belonged to Gloria, and behind that—I frowned in puzzlement—a 2000 Winnebago Journey RV.  “Who owns that monster?” 
 
    “All mine,” Kain said.  “I’ve been wanting to break it in, and when Gloria told me you were taking a road trip, I knew this was destiny.” 
 
    And Destiny’s an evil bitch. 
 
    I looked at him.  “I didn’t realize you’d invited yourself along.” 
 
    He smiled back.  “Anubis wants my soul.  Where will I be if he takes you?  As you pointed out last night, I’d have to start an all new hobby.  Besides, that glorified dog attacked my home and stole my car.  I owe him!” 
 
    “Technically, that’s still my car,” I said. 
 
    “Why quibble over semantics?  Let’s hit the road.  Who’s riding with me?” 
 
    “I will,” Gloria said.  “You do have a license, right?” 
 
    He looked at her, eyes bugging, mouth dropping open.  “Gloria, you do know the right to travel is inalienable, not a privilege.  No one needs a license that’s not a commercial driver.  DMVs are just a way for local governments to steal money from people through fraud.  I saw it on YouTube.” 
 
    “Fine,” she said.  “Answer me this; do you know how to drive?  Haven’t you been using limos for the past ninety years?” 
 
    “I’m a master vampire, literally as old as dirt.  How hard can it be?  Besides, I drove it here.  That should prove something.” 
 
    I wondered if anyone had been forced off the road. 
 
    Gloria sighed and held out her hand.  “Give me the keys.  I’ll drive.” 
 
    He handed them over without fuss.  I think that had always been his plan. 
 
    Osamu came out of the Clan House, bringing the last of our luggage.  He set everything down by the curb, straightened, and stretched his aged back.  I wasn’t fooled.  Since bonding to the demon sword I’d given him, and having made a few kills since then, the unnatural vitality of the sword had been shared with him.  He could bench press a Volvo.  Maybe, he just didn’t know how to not act old anymore. 
 
    Gloria pulled out her own keys and tossed them through the air.  Osamu plucked them out of the air and lifted an inquiring eyebrow at her.  “Ma’am?” 
 
    “Be a dear and drive my BMW for me.  I may want it where we’re going.” 
 
    “It would be my pleasure,” Osamu said.  Fortunately, he knew that Americans drive on the right side of roads.  In Japan, they use the left. 
 
    I held out a five-dollar bill to Colt.  “Care to load our baggage into the Mustang’s trunk?”  He snatched the bill so fast, I had to count my fingers to make sure I still had them all.  I did.  The trunk opened all by itself.  The luggage floated over and stowed itself.  The trunk lid dropped.  Colt put the five in his hoodie pocket and jumped into the driver’s seat.  I took the front passenger’s seat. 
 
    Staring at Vivian and her slayer trainee, I hooked a thumb to point into the Mustang’s back seat.  “You guys want to ride with me or Osamu?” 
 
    Craig stared at Colt.  “You are going to let him drive?” 
 
    I smiled.  “Sure.  Kid’s got to learn some time.” 
 
    Craig and Vivian spoke at the same time: “The BMW.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “Suit yourself, but he’ll probably put on a country music station.” 
 
    Craig nodded.  “I’ll take my chances.” 
 
    “Besides,” Vivian said, “our stuff is already in the BMW.  Gloria already offered u a ride in her car.”  They walked away.   
 
    I waited until I saw the other drivers ready to follow, then gave Colt a nod.  “Head ‘em up, move ‘em out!” 
 
    He stared at the ignition.  There was no key there.  It didn’t matter.  The engine revved, a throaty purr.  Leaning forward, he settled both hands on the wheel, grinning like an idiot.  I felt happy for him.  And I needed to build up some good will.  As it was, in another nine or ten years, his future self would knife me in the heart with pleasure.  I wanted to get in some good memories while I could. 
 
    The car shifted out of park and the gas pedal went down all by itself.  We leaped ahead. 
 
    “Slowly,” I said.  “Get the feel first.” 
 
    The vehicle slowed.  “Sure.  I know.”  He turned the wheel gradually and we rounded the drive, heading off from the Clan House, and the demons patrolling the grounds. Several of them waved.   
 
    The BMW followed.  Osamu looked odd wearing aviator sunglasses.  Driving the RV, Gloria brought up the rear.  We were so far out from anything else on the island, I doubted we’d see much traffic—or a paved road—until we got down to Avalon City.  Well before then, I’d have Colt open up his mega-portal and all three vehicles would drive through, crossing from California to Louisiana in moments.   
 
    The less time on the road, the less our exposure to the enemy.  Besides, gas isn’t cheap. 
 
    After a while, I said, “Colt, open the portal.” 
 
    He did.  A huge red-copper disk appeared ahead of us.  We shot inside and the energy moved with us, becoming a conduit.  Everything took on a red-copper hue.  The ride smoothed out.   
 
    I looked back and saw the BMW close behind, and the RV a little further back.  “Okay,” everyone’s inside.  You can close the end.” 
 
    Looking ahead, I saw the conduit open, giving us a view of ordinary daylight and pavement.  We came out on I-20 and passed a sign announcing food and lodging at the next exit.  We blew past that sign and saw off the highway a bunch of fencing, a flagpole with the stars and stripes whipping in the wind, and support scaffolding for waterslides.  A big sign said: Splash Village, A family waterpark. 
 
    “That looks interesting,” Colt said.   
 
    I looked back, making sure the RV had left the conduit.  It had.  Before I could mention it, Colt shut down his portal.  The road was clear a long way behind us, which was good because Colt had let our speed slip down too low to safely merge with traffic had there been any.   
 
    “More gas,” I said, “and you can move onto the main part of the road.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    One of Colt’s strengths, I thought, was that he took direction well and didn’t ask a lot of stupid questions.  I noticed his gaze slanting over to the waterpark a few times until we were past it.   
 
    “Maybe, once the danger to the Pride is over, we can all go to the waterpark and try out a few rides.” 
 
    He looked at me, face awash with joy.  “Really?” 
 
    “Sure.  Of course, protecting our friends has priority right now.  It’s up to us to keep them safe because they belong to us.”  As the future overlords of the multiverse, it was self-evident to Colt and me, confirmed by our dragon-born instincts.  Still, I tried not to flaunt ownership in front of people that didn’t want to admit to their natural position in the world as my chattel.   
 
    It’s best to let others cling to their comforting illusions as long as possible; less argument that way. 
 
    Our convoy plunged across the west city limits, entering Shreveport.  “There’s a tricky change-up coming in a while,” I said.  “We’ll need to get over onto I-220.” 
 
    “I should have portalled us closer to the lake,” Colt said. 
 
    Lake?  Cross Lake? 
 
    “No, your instincts are right.  As much power as your portal puts out, a magic-user could trace the energy to us.  We don’t want to lead Anubis or his minions straight to Kat and her people.  We might be giving Anubis too much credit for efficiency but it’s better to be safe than to dig a mass grave.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you call Aunt Angie.  I bet her wolves can take those stupid jackals.” 
 
    “Sure, at first.  But then when the werejackals become werejackal zombies and wolves start dying.  The enemy just gets stronger and stronger until they win.  Kat saw this happening if her Pride fought back.  It’s why she ran.  You can’t lose a battle you don’t fight.” 
 
    “Want me to take the wheel before some cop pulls us over?” I asked.  “That way, I won’t have to shoot anyone.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.  Next gas station.”   
 
    I saw it coming up and gestured at the turn signal.  “You may want to let the others know we’re pulling off the highway.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.”  He hit the signal and pulled off cleanly, just like playing an arcade game.  We passed the pumps.  The car parked itself and went silent.  “I want a soda,” Colt said.   
 
    “Fine.  I’ll meet you inside in a minute.  I need a quick word with the others.” 
 
    He floated out of the car and drifted across the hood, landing on his feet in front of the bumper.  Without looking back, he walked inside.   
 
    I got out the old-fashioned way; bouncing out of the seat, using a one-handed vault to clear the passenger’s door like a champion gymnast.   
 
    There’s a reason I like convertibles.   
 
    No one seemed to have noticed my agility and innate coolness.  Saddened, I stood by the Mustang’s door, reaching in to grab my sword.  I settled the sheath and straps on me as Osamu parked the BMW in the adjoining space.  He got out along with Vivian and Craig. 
 
    “Where are we?” Craig asked.   
 
    “Just off I-20, in Shreveport,” I said.  “We’re going to get back on the highway in a minute and change-up later, taking I-220 to Cross Lake and some cabins there.  Just keep following us.   
 
    Craig looked at me.  “That red tunnel we went through, it really was a magical portal?” 
 
    I nodded.  “Yep.  Think Vivian would lie to you?” 
 
    He shot her a quick glance.  “No, of course not.  It’s just, I never knew how much of the world I didn’t know about—until recently.” 
 
    “If things get too weird for you…,” Vivian said. 
 
    A hard confidence deepened Craig’s voice.  “I’ll manage.  It’s better to know, right?” 
 
    I shrugged.  Unless that knowing gets you dead. 
 
    I said, “Colt’s inside.  Keep an eye on him.  I’ll be back.” 
 
    Taking my request as an order, Osamu bowed and hurried toward the store entrance.  Vivian and Craig followed.  I moved toward the RV which had parked off to the side of the property.  Gloria climbed out the driver’s door and dropped to the pavement.  Her stiletto heels clicked as she approached.  Kain came out another door, hurrying to catch up.   
 
    I looked at Gloria.  “We’ll be taking I-20 to I-220.  It bridges Cross Lake.  There’s a marina there and some rental cabins where we’ll stay.”  I looked at Kain.  “You’ll probably want to stay in your beloved RV.” 
 
    Ignoring my comment, he stared at the sword hilt over my shoulder.  “Is that solid gold?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. 
 
    “A magic sword?” 
 
    “Yeah, blessed by the Goddess Dana.  It’s one of the Celtic treasures of Tuatha De Danann.” 
 
    Kain’s eyes got big.  He whispered in near reverence.  “The Sword of Light!” 
 
    I nodded.  “Yeah, I’d draw the blade and let you look, but the divine light might crumble you both to dust.  If you ever hear me yell, ‘Fire in the hole’, get to cover fast.  I’ll be using the god-slayer on Anubis.” 
 
    “We are forewarned,” Kain said.  “When this is all over, I might be interested in making you an offer for—” 
 
    “Forget it.  I stole it fair and square, I’m keeping it.” 
 
    “Fine,” Kain said.  “Just remember, that applies to the Mustang I stole from you, years ago.” 
 
    I wasn’t going to debate the idiot.  I pointed at the store.  “Last chance for a potty break or to buy gummy worms.” 
 
    I was kidding about the candy. 
 
    “Oooo!  Gummi worms!”  Kain hurried away. 
 
    I just stared at his retreating Hawaiian shirt, and shook my head.  “Oh, the ravages of time.  Alzheimer’s.  I think the legend is starting to tarnish, wilt, and fray.” 
 
    Gloria shook her head in warning.  “Don’t believe it.  He puts other vamps off with that act, and they never see his sword’s naked edge until it’s way too late.” 
 
    “He needs his own reality show,” I said. 
 
    “He used to have one, but it didn’t go well.  They got someone else to wear the purple dinosaur costume.  Method actors…  He stayed in character weeks after they let him go.  I thought for sure I’d have to have to lop his head off or die trying.” 
 
    “What saved him?” 
 
    “He discovered BBC and Dr. Who about then.” 
 
    I stared at Gloria, half convinced she wasn’t putting me on.  I sighed.  “Excuse me, future bride of mine.  The gummi sharks are calling...” 
 
    “Do they have gummi bats?” she asked.  “I can go for some gummi bats dropped into a cherry slushy.” 
 
    Here’s what happens when vampires are so strong, all weaknesses are lost.  They lose all dignity. 
 
    I walked away. “You blood-sucking fiends need to remember how vampires are supposed to act.  You’re embarrassing yourselves.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    “If I hurt you it’s only because 
 
    it’s needed, or enjoyable.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was late morning as we reached the marina cabins.  Leaving my magic sword with Colt, I walked down to the office to rent the cabin next to Kat’s. An internet search on my phone told me it had four bedrooms, and its own little dock for fishing.   
 
    While I did this, Kain and Gloria parked the RV, retiring for the day so they’d be rested for night action when evil often strikes.   
 
    Osamu and the slayers went to appraise Kat of the loss of her home and to give her a duffle bag with the last of her personal possessions.  Somehow, I figured they’d blame me for burning her house down.  I hoped no one mentioned my involvement. 
 
    Zombies, no choice.  Just because I enjoyed it doesn’t mean it wasn’t necessary. 
 
    I went in a huge building with banquet rooms and a gym.  One door said: Office.  I went through and stood at a wood counter with a cash register, registration book, and a credit card reader.   
 
    On the other side of the counter, inside an open door, I heard an old granny quavering away.  “A sea monster, I tell you.  Big as life and twice as ugly.  It stared at me with one big black eye.  It was red and had a beak, too, and coils everywhere.  I thought I was a goner, then it just sunk into the water and was gone.  You’ve got to warn everyone.” 
 
    “Just how many drinks have you had to celebrate Memorial Day?” the manager asked. 
 
    “I only drink diet soda, and I know what I saw!” 
 
    “Uh-huh, I’ll get right on that.  You can leave it to us.” 
 
    “Aw, phooey!  You ain’t gonna do squat.”  Granny hobbled out of the office on a cane with four mini-tips at the bottom.  She wore baggy mom jeans, a teal green NRA tee shirt and a pink sweater.  I wondered if she’d be open-carrying the next time I saw her.  Stomping hard toward the office door, she trudged around the counter and passed without giving me a look. 
 
    The female manager came out, a middle-aged woman with a brown beehive hairstyle look at me.  “Hello, can I help you?” 
 
    “I’m here to fish for kraken and need that big cabin down by the water, the one with four bedrooms.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, that one is reserved.” 
 
    “Lose the reservation.” 
 
    “I-I can’t!  That would be wrong.” 
 
    I pulled out a thick envelope packed with hundreds, my petty cash traveling fund.  She watched as I fanned through all those crisp green bills.  “Are you sure?  Isn’t it only wrong if you get caught?” 
 
    “Well, uh…”  
 
    I flipped the envelop onto the counter.  “Show me where I sign and give me the keys.”  I was out of there and on the way to the cabins in just a few minutes.  As fond as I am of money, there are times it must be used as a tool or weapon.  I already had a plan on recouping my losses: a few digital pictures of Colt’s kraken sold to the tabloids would do it. 
 
    Having parked down by Kat’s cabin, leaving Colt there, I strolled alone back along the lake.  The blue-gray water lapped softly as I passed.  A fish jumped.  I kept moving, all my senses alert for werejackals and kraken. 
 
    Golden eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind; my inner dragon stirring awake, taking an interest in the world.  Don’t forget, this is werebear territory. 
 
    “Are you hungry for bear?” I asked. 
 
    “What did you say, young man?” I’d overtaken Granny.  Hearing me, she’d stopped to quaver, staring through thick-lensed glasses.  I smiled at her seamed pink face, wondering if she’d ever been pretty.   
 
    “I asked if you were loaded for bear.  I heard you back at the office, going on about that sea monster.” 
 
    “Well, more of a lake monster, I guess, but to answer your question, I’m going to get my shotgun, just in case.” 
 
    “Well, good hunting.”  I passed her, leaving her to follow since she seemed to be going my way.   
 
    My dragon said: Keep an eye out.  She’ll dump herself on her ass first time she takes a shot.   
 
    “One can only hope,” I muttered. 
 
    As I walked up to Kat’s cabin, I found her and Josh out on the porch.  She had her arms crossed under petite tits, and an angry expression on her face. “What’s wrong?  Can’t stay out of other people’s fights?” 
 
    “He came after me and Gloria, too,” I said.  “We’re going to help you finish things with Anubis.  Or do want to go up against a god all on your own?” 
 
    The smarter of the two, Josh said, “We appreciate the help.” 
 
    “Just don’t burn down our cabins,” Kat added. 
 
    I smiled.  “That would be repetitive.”  I kept going, heading for the next cabin.  “I’ll be back after we’ve settled in next door.” 
 
    “Thrilled,” Kat growled. 
 
    Colt came out and ran past them, hurrying to catch up to me, my sword clutched in his arms.  The blade looked awkward as he carried it.  I paused to take the sword.  We went on, side-by-side.  The four-bedroom was a big box, the exterior, white slat boards.  It had a back porch sealed in with glass, and wooden stairs that connected to a boardwalk that slanted down to a small dock.  I looked out that way.  A giant squid surfaced and stared with a single black eye.  The beast was indeed blood red with a beaked mouth.  He waved.  Colt waved back, and the kraken submerged, leaving behind dying ripples.   
 
    “He might start eating people if the fish in the lake get scarce,” I said.  “You might want stock the lake up with some freshwater sharks or something.” 
 
    “Won’t the sharks eat people, too?” Colt asked. 
 
    “Circle of life.  Let the swimmer beware.  You want your pet to starve?” 
 
    “Well, no.” 
 
    “Okay then, work it out. Having an animal is a big responsibility.  You want to keep the kraken, prove to your mom you’re man enough for the job.” 
 
    The nine-year-old straightening his spine, drew a deep breath, and squared his shoulders.  “You’re right.  I’ll think of something.” 
 
    I went up the stairs to the screened-in porch, used my key, and opened the door.  I heard a couple steps and smelled citrus aftershave.  One step inside, I threw up an arm to bar Colt’s path.  “Someone’s here!” I warned him. 
 
    “Hell yeah,” a young voice said.   
 
    I angled to stare across the living room.  A teenager hurried toward us, maybe sixteen, and he looked like…  “Colt?” 
 
    “Right first time, Old Man.”  It was a temporal ghost of Colt, a couple years younger than the one who hated my guts.  From the broad smile on his face, this version didn’t have issues with me--yet.  He opened his arms and flung himself into a hug with me, just like his nine-year-old self might. 
 
     I looked aside at younger Colt and lifted my eyebrows.  Why are there so many of you flitting around in time?  Isn’t that dangerous?” 
 
    Sixteen-year-old Colt let go of me.  “Hey, Dad, I brought in all the luggage.  Everything’s in the bedrooms.” 
 
    “Thanks.  Mind if I ask a question?” 
 
    “Sure.  You want to know why I’m here, when it’s going to complicate things for the me that’s two years in the future, right?” 
 
    “Okay, let’s go with that.”   
 
    “Well, Mom needs our eighteen-year-old self for a special mission in another dimension.  I don’t know the details.”  Sixteen-year-old Colt looked at his younger self.  “Mom’s got a job for you, too.” 
 
    “Dad and Zahra need me more,” Younger Colt said. 
 
    “Mom says only you can do this, and if you don’t Julia could get hurt—bad.” 
 
    The name of my adopted daughter riveted my attention.  “I’ll go.” 
 
    Older Colt shook his head.  “You can’t.  Colt needs to jump time on this one, going to a place where you already are.  And Zahra needs to go with him.  Otherwise, there’s a good chance Anubis will get her.” 
 
    Selene ought to know.   
 
    “Fine,” I said. 
 
    Older Colt sighed.  “It’s better if you don’t try to guess anymore.  You’ve got to act normal.” 
 
    I just know all this fucking with time will bite us in the ass like a rabid honey badger. 
 
    Older Colt looked back at his younger self.  “Don’t worry, I lived through what you’re about to go and do.  You’ll never have more fun.” 
 
    I, too, shifted stares to give younger Colt my full attention.  “Don’t argue with Kat; just grab Zahra and flash-out to where Julia is.  I’ll explain it to the Pride once they’re calm.” 
 
    “Okay, Dad.”  Copper-red light washed him away, leaving an empty space where air swooshed in to fill a vacuum. 
 
    I looked at my replacement Colt.  Older, face softer than his eighteen-year-old self, he had a few small razor nicks.  I think he’d just started to shave.  He’d given up the hoodie but hadn’t yet adopted the tough-guy look.  He wore black shorts with an aqua stripe on the sides and a royal blue sleeveless tee.  His expression looked open but the eyes had a hint of calculation contradicting total honesty.  On top, he wore his midnight-red hair in a high wave.  The sides were close trimmed.   
 
    He doesn’t have a weapon on him, or a tatt.  Makes it hard to believe he’s my kid. 
 
    “So, what now?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, I thought we—hey!” 
 
    I’d turned away, stepping away, then reversed my course, drawing the Sword of Light, swinging the tip of the blade up under his chin. 
 
    “D-dad!  That’s not funny.  Even though I knew it was coming.”  He backed up, but I advanced just as fast, keeping the sword point where I wanted it. 
 
    The golden eyes in the back shadows of my mind were startled wide.  My inner dragon was full aroused.  Caine, what is this? 
 
    Anubis is a god.  Gods can look how they want.  I need to be sure this is my Colt.  The Sword of Light will know.  It has divine power and a blessing so it can never kill the innocent. 
 
    I gripped the solid gold hilt.  Its handle molded itself for a perfect grip.  The red leather scabbard lay behind me on the floor where it had fallen.  The broadsword had Celtic runes down its center.  The lines were filled in with a sky-blue light that mingled with a golden light that also beamed.   
 
    The glow cast Colt’s features in a theatrical light, inverting shadows to places they didn’t belong.  His eyes were red-copper coins of fire.  Red lightning crackled around his hands, but he kept them at his side, refusing to strike at me.   
 
    It was a level of trust I knew I didn’t deserve, rooted in a child’s faith in his father.  I figured if he wore a magical disguise, the Light of the sword would burn it away.  He remained the same. 
 
    “You’re Colt.”  I stepped back and lowered the sword.  Returning to the scabbard, I picked it up and sheathed the sword once more. 
 
    “Give me a new Mustang or I’ll tell Mom,” he said. 
 
    Yeah, he’s my son, but with definitely more calculation in the eyes. 
 
    “Your Mom would understand.  You could have been Anubis.  If I start underestimating him, he will win.” 
 
    “So, my Mustang?”  
 
    “It’s parked outside.  We drove it here.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you’re going to destroy it next year—and you’ll keep forgetting to replace it.” 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll just be busy trying to save the multiverse from the coming threat.” 
 
    “As cheap as ever,” he said, “except when buying toys for yourself.” 
 
    I dropped my jaw in mock-dismay.  “That’s a terrible thing to say about your own father.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed.  “I’ll remember this the next time you want something.” 
 
    Yeah, that’s my son alright. 
 
    The front door banged open and an angry Kat invaded us.  “What the hell are you pulling?” 
 
    Josh was right behind her and the porch was full of Slayers and werecats.  I backed toward Colt, giving our visitors a chance to enter.  Things weren’t quite out of control; no one had shape-shifted or drawn a weapon.  Yet. 
 
    “Is Zahra here?” Kat’s sweeping glance caught on six-teen-year-old Colt.  “You!  What did you do with her.” 
 
    Colt showed me an evil smiled that tipped his hand—here’s payback. “Dad had me take her to Talon City, to the underground’s slave market.  He said we’d get a lot for her.” 
 
     I expected Kat to come lunging—all claws—for my pounding heart, but she only sniffed the air.  Her eyes narrowed.  “I know a lie when I smell one.”   
 
    “Not a lie,” Colt objected.  “Just fiction.” 
 
    Her hot gaze slashed to me.  “Where is she really, oh High King of Fairy who cannot lie?” 
 
      “She, younger Colt, and Julia are on a mission. Selene wouldn’t tell me about it except to say that if Zahra didn’t go, Anubis would take her.” 
 
    “The mission is important to the future timeline we need—to protect the Earth and everything else,” Colt said.  “Beyond necessary actually.  She’ll be back when it’s safe.” 
 
    “Okay,” Kat said.  “I believe you.  But Selene had better stop being so gosh-all-mighty dictatorial about everything.  You don’t own us.  You don’t run us.” 
 
    Josh glared his agreement. 
 
    It’s funny how people keep denying the obvious.  
 
    I sighed and lowered my eyes as if properly chastened.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Everyone begrudges my interference. 
 
    Shouldn’t they be grateful I care?” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kat stayed in my face, glaring.  “I want to know everything you know.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s possible.” 
 
    For lesser lifeforms. 
 
    “About our current situation,” Joshua said.  “And why Colt is sixteen-years-old now instead of eighteen?” 
 
    “You’ve met his older self.”  I hadn’t known that. 
 
    The Colt we had here hid a smile behind his hand as he muttered a possible answer.  “Growth spurt?”   
 
    “Let’s go to your place for a council of war,” I suggested.   
 
    They might have beer. 
 
    Craig and Vivian moved around Kat and Josh.  Colt’s gaze went to the slayers and froze on his aunt Vivian and her nearly painted-on catsuit.  He stepped into her path and reached for a hug.  “Aunt Vivian!” 
 
    Craig strong-armed him aside.  “Back off, kid.  I don’t know you.” 
 
    Hmmm.  Craig has appointed himself Vivian’s protector.  Interesting.   
 
    “That’s Colt,” Vivian explained.  “An older version of the one you met.” 
 
    Craig stared at Colt who’d stumbled back and fallen butt-first into a recliner.  “Really?” 
 
    “All of him are temporal ghosts,” I said.  “You’ll get used to it.” 
 
    Vivian smelled the air.  “Citrus aftershave.  That’s my favorite.” 
 
    Colt grinned.  “I know.” 
 
    I’m sure Vivian’s heightened sense of smell told her what we knew—all of us but Craig who was merely human—Colt’s inner dragon had hit puberty along with his human side.  The kid’s hormones were raging and he had eyes for Vivian, and little else.  Of course, who could blame him.  She’d give a stiffy to a thousand-year-old gay mummy. 
 
    Well, not my problem.  I’m sure she’ll let him down easy. 
 
     She looked to me.  “Craig and I’ll take the first half of the night watch.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Sure.  Gloria and Kain have crashed out with the same idea in mind.”  
 
    Vivian said, “We’ll take a bedroom and get some extra sleep, too.  Call me if there’s trouble before nightfall.” 
 
    “Right.  Oh, Colt brought in the luggage, I’m not sure which room you’ll find it in.” 
 
    “Down the hall, last room on the right,” he said. 
 
    She gave him a quick smile.  “Thanks.” 
 
    I gave my attention back to the Pride members.  They were already receding, Kat and Joshua at the rear.  I followed them out and over to their place.  We went in and scattered.  A few of the werecat toms headed toward the back of the house, going into the bedrooms.  Some of the tabbies went through the dining room, into the kitchen.  I joined Kat and Joshua in the living room, setting the sheathed sword of Light on the coffee table in front of me as I settled on the couch. 
 
    “Anyone got coffee?” I asked. 
 
    A bald-headed biker dude I didn’t know left and returned with a cup.  He wore leather pants, a blue shirt, and a leather vest with a yawning gator on the back.  His slit pupil eyes were yellowish green.  And he was big, six-four, built like a brick wall.  He smelled like a shifter, but not cat.  In fact, I had one eye that was Villager, black-and-red and one—my dragon eye: yellow-green with a vertical pupil—that looked like both of his. 
 
    “Thanks.”  I looked up and let him see for himself. 
 
    He froze a moment.  Then said, “You’re like the kid, right; a dragon?” 
 
    “Half-dragon,” I said.  “Half-Villager.”  I wondered if that last reference would mean anything to him.  Villagers had left the Earth centuries ago for their own hell-dimension.   Those that knew of them thought they were merely boogie-men, legends.  Most vampires knew better, but shifters were less rooted in the past. 
 
    “Villager?”   
 
    Yeah, he doesn’t know. 
 
    “Shadow mage,” I said. 
 
    He jolted backwards.  Apparently, he’d had trouble before with magic-users. 
 
    Haven’t we all. 
 
    “Relax,” I said.  “I only kill people that piss me off or get in my way.” 
 
    Josh said, “Relax, Ringo.  Caine here is the High King of the fey.  He can’t lie.  If he says he’s not going to kill you, believe him.” 
 
    “Colt told you about my recent subjugation of Fairy?” I asked. 
 
    “In great, bloody detail,” Kat said.  “But don’t expect any of us to bow and scrape.  We’re Americans.  We don’t do that.” 
 
    “I’ll bow and scrape if you want,” Ringo said.  “The Gator Clan has a trace amount of dragon blood in our linage.  We have myths of a coming golden age brought on by the return of dragons to our world.  You could wade into the bayous, most any cypress swamp, and in a few hours, have a whole army at your back.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    Nice to know. 
 
    Kat slapped the coffee table with a palm, doing her best to look fierce. 
 
    Girls are so cute when they try that. 
 
    “Tell me again about why Colt stole Zahra?” 
 
    “She was mine first,” I said, “in case you forgot.  Colt and I brought her to this time from the Wild West.” 
 
    Ringo grunted in surprise, leaning against the arch to the dining room. 
 
    I picked up my coffee, took a sip, and cradled the cup in both hands. 
 
    “You were just the means used by Bastet to get Zahra to us.  Our Pride is now her home.” 
 
    “I’m fine with that,” I said, “but there will be times I’ll need to use her gift.  And since it was Colt abducting her, I bet you anything she went with a smile.” 
 
    One of the tabbies in the kitchen sang out, “Hoo-boy, she did.  When the kid lunged in and wrapped his arms around her, she looked like she’d used up her ninth-life and gone straight to kitty heaven.  That boy is definitely her catnip.” 
 
    Kat threw an irritated look toward the kitchen, as if to say: Whose side are you on? 
 
     “Look,” I said, “Selene says this is necessary.  I don’t know why.  On some things, I take her on faith.” 
 
    “We’re concerned because Selene has a lot of madness to her methods,” Josh said.    
 
    Can’t argue with that, but it’s not getting us anywhere. 
 
    “Can we move along to other business?” I asked. 
 
    “Fine,” Kat said it without enthusiasm. 
 
    There’s something I’m missing. Ah, yes! 
 
    It came to me; when I’d first met Kat, she was pregnant.  She’d lost the child and the chance to be a mother.  I’d given her that chance back with Zahra—and then taken her kid without asking.   
 
    Rude of me.  Oh, well.  People should expect it by now.   
 
    And yet, I had a kid.  I understood. 
 
    I sighed, met her angry gaze, and made a promise.  “Next time I’ll ask first.” 
 
    “And if I say no?” Kat asked. 
 
    “I’m a demon lord.  I will always do what I need to, but I’ll give you the option of coming along—if possible.” 
 
    She looked less grumpy.  “Is that the promise of the Fey High King?” 
 
    I nodded.  “Yeah.” 
 
    Mission bells pealed high in the sky.  Everyone looked up at the ceiling except me. 
 
    I sighed again.  “Definitely annoying.” 
 
    “Alright, here’s how I figure things will go.  “First, on the last two attacks, Anubis called ahead first to taunt me.  He might do so again.  Or might not.  We should keep a strict watch.  Is anyone watching the approaches now?” 
 
    A new tabby voice called from the kitchen.  “I’ve got a view of the lake and the marina’s Office.” 
 
    A tom near the porch door said, “I’ll take a position on the deck and watch toward the lake.” 
 
    “Anyone awake in the bedrooms watching the opposite way?” I asked. 
 
    Kat yelled, “Morrie!” 
 
    Morrie came in from the dining room and ran past us to the hallway. “On it,” 
 
    “That leaves one side.”  Joshua yelled, “Rick, take position at the end of the hallway, by the window.  Everyone else, rest until you’re needed to relieve the watch.” 
 
    “Good as far as it goes,” I said.  “You guys got sloppy fast.  I can tell you’re not used to a war footing.” 
 
    “My fault,” Josh said.  “I’m the one with experience.” 
 
    “No, my fault,” Kat said.  “I need to let you follow your training and not get us all distracted.” 
 
     Josh smiled warmly at her.  “Easier said than done.”   
 
    I finished my coffee and set down the cup.  “The important thing is to think like the enemy.  Ringo, if you were going to wipe us out, how would you do it?” 
 
    “A two-prong attack: one magic, one physical.  I’d start with a sleep spell, or paralysis venom in a fog attack.  I’d use something that didn’t hurt my own forces, sending them in under cover of dark.  I’d hide them on the lake’s north shore and bring them in later along the north-east shore.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t cross the lake itself?” 
 
    Ringo shook his head no.  “Not when there’s chatter that suggests a kraken’s in the water.  Not even the Gator Clan—in its own element—would tempt fate that way.” 
 
    “If Zahra were here,” Kat said, “she could tell us for sure.” 
 
    “She might still miss something,” I said.  “Seers aren’t perfect.  If I were Anubis, I’d do everything Ringo suggested.  And then spring a few surprises using divine power as well.  That’s harder to ward against than magic.  I could set up a shadow barrier but Anubis might still get through.  It’s why I hope Selene joins us soon.” 
 
    “And she is?” Ringo asked. 
 
    Kat said, “Colt’s mother.  A red dragon that battled the Wild Hunt in ancient Fairy and ascended to goddesshood.” 
 
    “Mistress of the Red Moon and my wife,” I added. 
 
    Ringo went back to staring, white as a gator’s belly.  “A dragon goddess?” 
 
    “Gotta fight divinity with divinity, I said.  “And monsters with monsters.” 
 
    I took out my phone.  “Nobody say anything while I make this call.  I want it to be anonymous.  Oh, and none of you are seeing me do this, okay?”     
 
    “Seeing what?” Ringo’s voice was bland.  “I’m washing my hair.”  He rubbed fingertips on his bald scalp. 
 
    I punched in a number that was new to my mental contacts list.  After several rings, the connection went through.  “Carpathia Club.  I’m sorry, but we’re not open yet.” 
 
    Good.  I’d counted on a real minion answering, not a machine.  As a front, the club needed to be accessible during the day to its human informants.   
 
    I smiled.  “Of course not.  Your vampire bosses are in their coffins right now, dreaming of blood.  Well, blood is coming, lots of it.  A gathering of shifter clans is happening in Shreveport.  Once the tribes unify, they’ll take out the vamps in Bossier.  Then they’ll sweep your way!”   
 
    “Who is this?” 
 
    I lied with the truth, knowing my words would be misinterpreted.  “Lord Caine.  I’ve come to Cross Lake to do a little killing.”  I gave a sinister laugh and cut the connection. 
 
    “I thought you wanted to be anonymous,” Josh said. 
 
    “If you were a vampire from around these parts, and head me identify myself as Lord Caine, would you assume it’s the demon clan lord from L.A.?” 
 
     Ringo straightened off of the dining room arch, smiling.  “not if I’m a paranoid vampire from New Orleans who’s been plotting for centuries to one day overthrow the vampire Lord Kain.  In fact, if I thought Lord Kain were warning me of a shifter invasion, I’d suspect he might be behind it.  A vampire lord will always suspect another vampire lord of doing the same thing he would.” 
 
    I nodded.  “So, what are the human blood donors at the Carpathian club doing right now?” 
 
    Kat grinned.  “They’ll be calling the human minions of the vampires in Bossier city, across the Red River, asking them what they know.” 
 
    “Which is nothing,” Josh said.  “They’ll promise to find something out and get back to them.” 
 
    “And will the New Orleans minions believe that?” I asked.  “Anybody?” 
 
    One of the tabbies came from the kitchen.  She refilled my cup and looked at me.  “Hell no.” 
 
    “Why not?” I asked.  
 
    Ringo shrugged.  “They’ll assume the local vamps have to have heard something.  To not admit that much means a conspiracy because that’s what vampires do.  Everything is political.”  
 
    “So, what’s the next thing the human minions in New Orleans will do?” I asked. 
 
    Nobody responded.   
 
    I said, “See, this is why you need a demon lord around to plot your campaigns.” 
 
    “What will they do?” Kat asked. 
 
    “They’ll dither a few hours, they’ll send spies to look around the lake because I mentioned it, and they’ll wake the Master Vampire of New Orleans early because he’s the only vamp they have who’s strong enough to wake in daylight and be halfway functional.  Now, once they tell him Lord Kain is at Cross Lake and pulling strings behind a shifter war that’s taking over the state, what happens?” 
 
    Ringo said, “If I were a suspicious Master Vampire—about to lose my territory—I’d gather all my forces.  I’d have coffins loaded in rental trucks and convoys of heavily armed human minions; all rolling this way for an all-out sunset attack, locking up everything behind me with a much smaller defensive force.” 
 
    I gazed with lofty approval at Ringo.  “You certainly know your vampires.” 
 
    “Takes a cold-blooded predator to know a cold-blooded predator,” he said. 
 
    Jamie, Kat’s third in command, protested.  “Wait a minute, you just arranged for us all to be attacked by a vampire army!” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’m counting on Anubis to save us.  Now I need to make another call.  Anyone got the number for the local werebears?” 
 
    “God help us,” Kat muttered. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    “You think it’s easy being me?  Try 
 
    stomping across hell in my boots.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ringo jumped in my Mustang and gave me directions to Big Willie’s Dinner, one of the local business owned by the bear shifters.  The signs outside boasted the best steaks and seafood anywhere.  I’d soon know if they lied.  I walked in and counted at least a half-dozen deer heads, all staring at me with blind, marble eyes.  No bucks, just does.  Someone really had a mad on for Bambi’s mother.  I wondered if she were in this lot.   
 
    I moved past red-and-white checkered tablecloths on square tables with wooden chairs.  There were hot sauce, salt-and-pepper shakers, and sugar dispensers on the tables.  One wall had a bar, and behind that, a vast supply of cheap wines.  Menus were stacked on the bar.  
 
    One of elderly waitresses hollered.  “Go ahead and grab a menu.” 
 
    I did, figuring I might need to fling it like a Frisby later to get a waitress’ attention.  They didn’t look anxious to serve.   
 
    Another waitress said, “Sit anywhere.” 
 
    Ringo got a wave from a thirty-something gal, the youngest of the three.  She wore glasses, was short and stocky, and part of their huddle. I wondered if some kitchen disaster had struck.  Maybe they were out of ketchup for the salmon loaf, or maple-cinnamon-butter for their bread rolls.  Passing a table, I saw it in small plastic tubs, smelled it, too with my heightened senses. 
 
    “You a regular here?” I asked Ringo.   
 
    “Yeah, came for the challenge the first time.  Came back for the blackberry pie.  Trust werebear to know their berries.”  He pulled out a chair and sat, opening the menu. 
 
    “The challenge of getting service?” I asked. 
 
    “Nah, this here.”  He showed me an item on the menu: a 64oz. steak served with fries, a veggie, and rolls.  The print said: eat it all in one hour, and it’s free—or $65.00. 
 
    “A four-pound steak?  I’ve eaten whole cows, hooves and all.” 
 
    “In human form?” he asked. 
 
    “Well, no.” 
 
    “I’ve seen several shifters do it.  The place lost money, so the Boss Bear passed a rule, contest stopped being open to shifters.” 
 
    The younger waitress came up without me having to fling the menu.  She smiled.  “What can I get you boys to drink?” 
 
    “Root beer,” Ringo said. 
 
    “Bordeaux blend,” I said.  “Bring the whole bottle.” 
 
    “Coming right up.”  She hurried off, giving us more time to study the food selections. 
 
    “What kind of blend was that?” Ringo asked. 
 
    “The winery mixes a Cabernet Sauvignon and Merlot together to make a Bordeaux blend.  It’s a sweet, fruity red that goes well with beef.” 
 
    A big man walked up to the table and slapped Ringo on the back of his leather vest.  “Ringo, where’ve you been?  Haven’t seen you in here in ages.” 
 
    The man was shorter than Ringo’s six-four, merely six-two, but his body mass was double-wide, with a florid face, heavy rolls of fat, and a voice that boomed.  He wore khaki cargo pants and an emerald golf shirt size 4x.  There was a bald spot on top of his head, and ample fuzz on his forearms.  His face was clean-shaven, but he sported heavy stubble.  His eyes, I noticed, were small and mean, contradicting his heartiness.  
 
    “Big Tom, sit.  Join us,” Ringo said. 
 
    “Don’t mind if I do.” 
 
    This was the guy I’d come to see.  He owned the restaurant, a few bars, and half a dozen businesses in Shreveport.  A hard man to get hold of, he headed up the Bear Clan, and his people kept everybody else in line.  Except the vampires across the river in Bossier.  There, it was: you stay on your side, we’ll stay on ours. 
 
    Big Tom pulled out a chair and sat, giving me a once-over stare.  He looked to Ringo while jerking a thumb at me.  “Who’s your tiny friend, here?” 
 
    “Helluva lot bigger than you when he shifts,” Ringo said.  “He’d make one bite out of, matter-of-fact?” 
 
    Big tom snorted.  “Yeah, and if I believe that, you got jack-a-lope steak to sell me, too.” 
 
    “Fresh out,” Ringo said.  “Let me introduce you…” 
 
    “Go on,” Big Tom said.  “I ain’t stoppin’ ya.” 
 
    Ringo looked at me.  “Caine, this is Big Tom, as you heard.  He’s the King Bear around these parts, law-giver to all the shifter rogues living here and passin’ through.” 
 
    Big Tom nodded agreement.  “That’s a fact.” 
 
    Ringo looked at him.  “Tom, this is Caine Deathwalker, the Red Moon Demon, Lord of L.A., and godson of Achill, the Fenris over the wolf clans.”  
 
    Big Tom paled.  His breathing grew labored.  And his little, mean eyes were open wide in shock. 
 
    I caught Ringo’s eyes.  “You left out Lord High Executioner of the Dragon World.” 
 
    He shrugged.  “There’s a lot to keep track of.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Tell me about it.  And people wonder why I don’t hand out business cards.”  Actually, I did have cards; I just didn’t put much on them.  You either knew who Cain Deathwalker was, and how to reach me, or you weren’t anyone important. 
 
    Big Tom blinked and breathed deep; I guessed he wasn’t going to have a coronary after all.  He poked a thick finger in the air.  “You have gotta be shittin’ me!” 
 
    Ringo shook his head.  “Sorry, no.  It came as a surprise to me, too.” 
 
    Big Tom narrowed his eyes at me.  “You’re moving in on my territory, Deathwalker?” 
 
    He smells of fear.  Softened up already?  I guess there are advantages to a kick-ass reputation as a psycho killing machine.   
 
    I smiled.  “Not today.  I have other business in town,”  
 
    “Which is?” Big Tom asked. 
 
    “Killing a god—Anubis—and his werejackals.  The purpose of this meeting is to tell you not to interfere.  Keep your people away from Cross Lake tonight.  If all goes well, we’ll be gone in a couple days, and you can climb out of your holes, having survived the hell-storm.” 
 
    “That’s it?  Run and hide?  That’s what you want to tell me?”  Big Tom’s eyes were bulging. 
 
    I looked at Ringo. 
 
    Ringo looked at me. 
 
    I looked back to Big Tom, King of the Bears, big fish in a tight fishbowl.  “Yeah, I’d say that covers it.”   I picked up my menu, eyes sliding across the 64oz. steak.  “It’s best if you know your limitation and don’t try to swallow more than you can chew.” 
 
    Big Tom rocked to his feet and stood, glaring down at me.  “I don’t care who the fuck you think you are.  You don’t get to come to my town, to my restaurant, and get what you want.” 
 
    I gave him half a smile, a special look I’d perfected as a teenager after hours in front of a mirror.  I call it my Amused Smirk of Insolence.  “Really?  You’re tired of life already?”   
 
    Ringo gave the man a hard look.  “Think of your family.  Think of your clan.  Pick a fight you can win.” 
 
    Big Tom flicked a hairy paw at me that had sprouted claw tips.  “I can snap his spine like a rotted twig.” 
 
    I sighed.  “If you shift, I shift.  This place isn’t big enough for a dragon.  It will be destroyed.  I’ll spit lightning at you.  You’ll be deep-fried where you stand.  Body parts will explode off you.  It will hurt.  You will die.  So, go crawl under a rock until I’m done.  You can’t handle me; how will you manage a death god?  Leave it to me and consider yourself fortunate to keep drawing breath due to my merciful intervention.” 
 
    A man like this had never swallowed his pride before.  He probably didn’t know how to manage such a feat.  He wasn’t going to walk away.  He couldn’t.  I’d known this all the time.  It’s best to play with things before you break them. 
 
    Big Tom swung his mean eyes to Ringo.  “You’re picking sides?  Him against us?” 
 
    “I’m backing him against everyone else,” Ringo said. 
 
    I took off a magic ring that fit the hand of whoever wore it.  The band was silver, with a rune that let me find the wearer wherever he happened to be.  The round stone on the face was a Honduran black opal, pitch black with gray, blood red, and blue-violet flakes in it.  All my special aides had one.   
 
    I handed the ring to Ringo.  “This will get you into my Clan House in L.A., past all the security any time you want.  It means you’re working for me.  That you are under my command, answering to me alone.” 
 
    He eyed the ring in my hand.  “You barely know me.” 
 
    “If you betray me, I can always kill you.  Me or someone wearing the same ring.” 
 
    “Don’t take it,” Big Tom said.  “Why give up being your own man?” 
 
    “Just because I serve another, doesn’t mean I’m not my own man.  It’s my decision.”  He reached out and took the ring from me, sliding it onto his left hand. 
 
    “A new Age of Darkness is coming to Earth,” I said.  “Few can reach the heights I intend to scale.  Or fight the battles needed for the world to survive.  In the end, there will be my allies, my subjects, and the dead.”  I stood as the waitress brought our drinks.  I nodded my thanks and picked up my wine glass to make a toast.  “To my triumphal entry into Shreveport, hail the future Master of Earth.”  I drained the glass, set it down, and gave Big Tom a stare promising death.  “You’re still here?” 
 
    He roared and gripped the edge of the table, flipping it up at me.  Ringo seemed to anticipate it, snatching away his root beer. I caught the wine bottle as I side-stepped, chambered a kick, and let it shoot out to explode the table—reducing it to kindling in a display of superhuman speed and strength.  The fragments swirled in the air, caught in a vortex of summoned wind. 
 
    “I am Villager!  A shadow mage!”   
 
    A disk of black shadow irised open and snatched all the fragments out of the air.  The disk collapsed, vanished, and instantly reopened behind Big Tom.   The wooden hail came out of the disk, bombarding his backside.  This kept him busy while thick vines grew out of the floor boards as they returned to life.  A moist, earthy sent arose as moss spread out across the floor. 
 
    “High King of Fairy!”   
 
    The vines spiraled up his legs, biting with thorns, pinning him in place.   
 
    “Dragon Lord!”   
 
    I stuck out my left hand and golden jags of electrical fire leaped from me to Big Tom.  He gibbered, shuddered, flailed, then went limp, supported by the thorny stalks that had grown up to his stomach.  The lightning spared the wine bottle I held.  Magic is a function of will after all, and I wanted to drink the wine. 
 
    My words continued to crash out.  “Demon Lord!” 
 
    A long sword of black iron materialized in my right hand.  I gripped the hilt and braced against the malevolent red aura of the sword, it’s endless screaming hunger.  Called to battle, it demanded to be fed.  I held the blade so the tip nearly kissed his throat.  His face was painted an infernal red light. 
 
    The voice of the sword echoed in my head: Feed me!  Feed me! 
 
    The waitress that knew Ringo ran up to us.  In her excitement, her human face had slipped, turning thick and bruin.  Her eyes pleaded with me.  “Please, don’t hurt my father.  Whatever he did, please forgive him.” 
 
    I pulled back my starving sword.  The vines released him and he dropped to his knees, somehow, still conscious.  Hatred burned in his gaze, but his fear was stronger.  He’d peed his pants.  We could all smell it.   
 
    “Live on your knees, swearing obedience to me, or die on them.  Choose now, for you and your family.” 
 
    His trembling hands went to the floor.  He bowed his stiff neck, dropping his gaze.  “I…swear…” 
 
    He didn’t exactly what he was swearing, but I let it go.  I willed my unfed demon sword away, back to my armory in Malibu, and softened my voice.  “Now, was that so hard?”   
 
    Digging a few large bills out of my wallet, I let them drop to the floor.  Still carrying the bottle of wine.  I strolled past Little Tom, heading for the door, feeling the fey magic in me like a high tide, still wanting to play.  As I passed them, the deer heads on the walls bowed in homage.   
 
    “Fuck!” Ringo whispered as he followed me out the door.  His voice strengthened.  “You have a gift for making friends.” 
 
    “Young in life, I found out I would never be liked, that the best I could hope for was to be feared.  I was raised by demons, after all. I learned you have to rip satisfaction from an unwilling universe, sometimes raping her cosmic ass.  My corpse may one day kneel, but it will never happen any other way.” 
 
    “You’re a psycho.” 
 
    I stopped by my Mustang and turned to look at him.  “Regret having taken my ring?  Give it back, if you want.” 
 
    “I may just be muscle, but I’ve always prided myself on staying bought when I take a man’s money.  I, uh, am getting paid, right?” 
 
    “Yes.  I understand my son hired you first.  There’s no conflict of interest there.  You’ll take his orders, too as a family retainer.” 
 
    A crimson shower of stars whirled down around a thickening column of red light that took on human, female proportions.  The lightshow died and Selene stood next to me in four-inch stiletto heels.  A tight red dress held her knees close together, abandoning her completely up past the bust.  There was no back to the dress above the waist.  She wore a red scarf, and a red straw hat.  Her sunglasses were dark red.  She leaned in and put her hands on my shoulder, staring into my face.  “Hello, luv, did you miss me?” 
 
    I said, “Your presence always touches me deep inside, stirring a rich blend of emotions, one of which is passion, another, an edgy, worried fear as I wonder what you’re scheming.  Damn.  I miss my ability to lie.” 
 
    She kissed my cheek.  “Oh, how sweet!  I didn’t even have to beat that out of you.” 
 
    I pointed to Ringo.  “The Gator-man is Ringo.  He’s sworn to the family.  Don’t do anything irreversible to him.” 
 
    She looked him up and down.  “He’s big.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “I’m big—where it counts.” 
 
    Still leaning in, she licked my earlobe and whispered.  “Is sex all that fills your thoughts?” 
 
    I stared back at the restaurant.  “No, there’s also blood, humiliation, and violence.  It’s all part of a demon lord’s work.”   
 
    “So, you broke him just because you could?” Ringo said. 
 
    “Preemptive therapy.  I broke him—like a bone—so he’d heal stronger and become a better tool for me later.  Or he’ll live down to a more realistic image of himself that will be less bothersome.  Either way, its win-win.  Really, he should thank me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Having two personalities in one body 
 
    Isn’t as much fun as you might suppose.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pulling off the street, on to the marina, Ringo sent his chopper rumbling up to the cabin rented to the Pride.  He parked and went in to hang with the cats, and to help himself to some of their catfish and slaw.  The fried oil smell was heavy in the outside air, at least to my better-than-human senses.  Selene stayed with me as I strolled up to the 2000 Winnebago Journey and banged on the thin metal door.   
 
    The vanishing sun shimmered a burnished orange-red, settling in the west.  I figured the vampires would be up soon, so it might as well be at my convenience.  I waited.  And waited some more.  I raised a fist to bang again when the door opened and a sleepy-eyed Gloria peered out at me.  She wore a sheer red-silk nightgown that hid nothing and offered everything a man might want to maul, and then some.  Her red-lit hungry eyes settled on my throat.  “Come to offer me a bite?” 
 
    “No. I don’t think you can handle my blood now it’s gone fey.  Don’t you have blood-bags in the mini fridge?” 
 
    “Fresh is always better.  Come in.”  She backed away, turned, and went deeper into the RV.  The lure of her swaying ass drew me the same way sin follows temptation.  Selene followed, pensive, silent.  I expected her to remind me I was taken.  This restraint was suspicious. 
 
    The driver’s cab was hidden behind me by a sliding partition that blocked out light.  Two chairs were near the front door.  We treaded charcoal carpet, going between loveseats, past a small dining table with its own chairs.  The walls were paneled in golden oak.   
 
    “Wait here.” Gloria went on past a closed cubical that was likely toilet and shower.  She went to the back of the RV and knocked on a closed door.  “Caine’s here with Selene.” 
 
    The door opened and Kain stared at us with red-lit eyes that let me know he’d missed feeding as well, or maybe we were exactly on time—to be on the menu. 
 
    “Not going to happen.  I need you two sober.  You can’t handle my blood.” 
 
    “Sounds like a challenge,” he said. 
 
    “One we’ll not be exploring tonight.  It’s all going to hit the fan soon.  You two need to drain some blood bags, grab your swords, and get ready for combat.” 
 
    Kain laughed.  “I’m always up for a fight.” 
 
    “There will soon be a helluva lot of werejackals to drain, if you’re running low on supplies.” 
 
    Kain shuddered in revulsion.  “Dog blood?  Do I look like some new-made, down on my luck, revenant, reduced to chasing down people’s pets?” 
 
    “Werejackals are only part-time animals,” I said.  “We all know shifter blood has more kick than straight human blood.” 
 
    “Still,” Kain said, “dog?  There are nobler beasts.” 
 
    “Some might disagree with you there, but it’s your choice.” 
 
    Gloria moved past me.  “I’ll break out some of the O-neg, and warm it in a sauce pan.” 
 
    Kain beamed at her.  “Such a good girl…” 
 
    Selene passed me and held out a sketchbook to the vampire lord.   
 
    Kain took it.  “What is this, dear lady?” 
 
    “Bats,” she said. 
 
    “Bats?”  He opened the cover and leafed through the book.  Each page had a crude ink sketch of a bat.  He looked up from the book.  “There is some elusive meaning to this?” 
 
    She held out an ink pen.  “Sign your name on each page near a bat.  There are only fifty of them.” 
 
    He offered her a confused smile.  “And why would I do that?” 
 
    She removed her sunglasses, revealing eyes like red crystal pools, and swept aside the hat and scarf, dropping everything onto a table.  The scarf leaped off the table and rippled up Kain’s black suit, circling his neck.  Selene caught the ends of the scarf as she pressed in against him.  Tugging the scarf, she bent his head, drawing his lips close to her throat.   
 
    His nostrils flared.  “The blood of a dragon-born, with a hint of something extra.” 
 
    “Blood of a goddess,” she said.  “but if you’d rather have something warmed in a pan…” 
 
    He smiled.  “Let’s not be hasty.” 
 
    In the back shadows of my mind, golden dragon eyes sprang open, taking on a hard stare.  My inner dragon hijacked my vocal cords to object.  “Selene!  No!  You are mine!” 
 
    Selene frowned at me, “Can’t you keep him quiet?  I’m negotiating a deal here.” 
 
    I had the unique experience of being in an argument without knowing my own words until they were said.   
 
    My dragon said.  “How can you betray me this way!” 
 
    “It’s only blood,” Selene said.  “Do you know how much I can get for Kain’s illustrated signatures on the Dark Web?  Besides, you are hardly faithful to me.  You don’t always close down your dragon-awareness while Caine’s ruts wildly with the flavor of the week?” 
 
    She has a point, I thought. 
 
    “Shut up!” My dragon told me. 
 
    I took back control, turned, and went to find Gloria.  “Carry on, you guys.  Kain, when you’re done, I need to update you on the days many adventures.” 
 
    I found Gloria with a water-filled sauce pan.  She had just one bag in it, using the hot water to heat the bag, induction of heat would do the rest.  “Trouble in paradise?”  She smiled up at me as I stopped next to her and accidentally felt up her ass.  “Watch the wandering hand, buddy.  We aren’t married—yet.” 
 
    “But we are engaged.  Why be so last century?” 
 
    “Which of you wants me, and why?” she asked. 
 
    “You mean, is my dragon using your fine ass to get back at Selene?  Yeah, let’s go with that.” 
 
    “But is it true, or are you beginning to look at me as more than an old friend who happens to look like a hot seventeen-year-old cheerleader in need of a fuck?” 
 
    “You wear your centuries very well, my next bride to be, so I have often had intrusive thoughts of uh, aggressive friendliness.  Now, I’m wondering why we ever held off.” 
 
    “I can hear you, my glutinous husband,” Selene called.   
 
    I looked over at Kain as he speed-scribbled his signature on the page of her pad.  I sighed.  “At least you’re not cheap.”   
 
    My inner dragon slipped in one more comment.  “Still a whore!”   
 
    I shrugged and smiled as she lifted an eyebrow.  “Sorry.  Somethings are beyond my control.” 
 
    Selene stomped over—which is hard to do in stiletto heels—and poked a finger in my face.  “It’s all his fault.” 
 
    “What did my dragon do to you?” I asked. 
 
    “I was in the heights of ecstasy, falling toward earth, the wind whipping past, his claws gripping me tight as he claimed me in the manner of dragons.” 
 
    “I know.”  Before it could go off, I caught her finger and eased it out of my face.  “I was there.  I had to withdraw my senses for a little peace while he got his piece of tail.” 
 
    “That shows even a man-whore like you has sensibilities.  Not so my dragon mate.” 
 
    I ached an eyebrow.  “What exactly is the problem here?” 
 
    My inner dragon seized control of my voice, determined to keep me in the line of fire.  He said, “It was nothing, really.  She’s just being dramatic—and nitpicky.” 
 
    “Nitpicky?” I said.  
 
    Selene smiled; ugly and beautiful.  Beautiful for her malice, frightening and ugly for the promise of pain to come.  I suppressed a shiver of fear.   
 
    She said, “As you were gushing into my shuddering body, what did I see in your thoughts?” 
 
    I discovered myself answering again: “A dragon can’t always help what he thinks.  Thoughts are willful things!  And supposedly private.  I simply wondered how you’d look, fat with a kid, and thought you should have just laid an egg instead.” 
 
    Selene’s eyes narrowed.  “That much, I might have forgiven, but you also wallowed in your human memories of all the girls the man-whore has screwed.  You compared me to them!” 
 
    “An idle thought and I repented of it right away.” 
 
    I took back my voice to dig the hole deeper for my dragon.  Everyone needs a hobby.  “What my dragon means to say is, he repented as soon as he realized he’d been caught.”  I canted my head at Selene.  “Do you mean to tell me that you hold my inner dragon to a higher standard than me?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes.  “Of course, I do.  Caine Deathwalker is a man-whore, a hell-pig, a shaved ape with a godlike cock, a skirt-chasing hunger never to be appeased.  He is trapped by his nature, at its full mercy.  He is just someone who my goddess-self likes to play with.” 
 
    I had the feeling that this was more Selene’s inner dragon talking than her human goddess form. 
 
    She said, “Our dragons are higher beings, our purest selves.  If we aren’t faithful in love, we are fallen and depraved.” 
 
    I didn’t quite believe her.  After all, she’d chosen to bear my human child instead of lying my dragon’s egg.  That had to mean something.  I hoped.  Because a small part of me wasn’t just a man-whore.  I sighed.  This matter wasn’t going to end anytime soon, and I had important things to kill—soon!   
 
    I concentrated and beamed a thought to my inner self.   
 
    It doesn’t matter if you’re guilty or not.  All you can do at this point is accept the blame, say you’re sorry, and lie your ass off by promising never to do it again.  Beg her forgiveness. 
 
    Beg?  But I’m a dragon.  I have my pride! 
 
    And she has a pussy between her legs.  If you ever want to get in it in the future, you’ll do what I say, and suck it up, metaphorically speaking. 
 
    Kain came over and handed the pad back to Selene.  “So, you’re just using the intimacy of my feeding to get back at his dragon?” 
 
    “Yes!” Selene said. 
 
    Kain shrugged.  “I’m fine with that.  Perhaps your lesson might be driven home deeper if you grant me access to your femoral artery.”  He illustrated his point by sliding a hand from Selene’s left hip, down to her left thigh.  “When going for revenge, one must leave a truly lasting impression, searing it in the mind of the offender.” 
 
    Way of the vampire, I thought. 
 
    Selene caught his hand and held it still, just short of her inner thigh.  “That is an interesting idea.  One which calls for more privacy than we have out here.  I am not an exhibitionist or a slut.” 
 
    I felt my dragon trying to take over my voice.  I fought him for control.  The wrong word now might get both of us hurt—rather badly.   
 
    He read my thoughts and subsided. 
 
    Kain drew Selene off into his tiny bedroom.  He turned to close the door and gave me a smile of conquest: happy to take something else from me. 
 
    Asshole. 
 
    My dragon said: He is, isn’t he?  We need to teach them both a lesson.  Go fuck Gloria.  She secretly wants it.  I smell her lust, like simmering cinnamon butter. 
 
    You’re an asshole, too.  I told him.  All this is your fault.  You couldn’t just wallow in misery at Selene’s feet when I told you too.  Too much pride. 
 
    My dragon said: You’re a man-whore.  Go act like it. 
 
    “I don’t want to take Gloria for revenge sex, so stop pushing me.  She’s my best friend.  When I plummet into her wet, silky depths, it will be because its right for both of us.”  I’d taken the argument pubic, I mean public—words instead of thoughts.   
 
    My dragon took over my throat to answer the same way, hoping to embarrass me—the idiot: “You were the one just squeezing her ass!” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m a man-whore, remember?  I have to do certain things to live down to my reputation.” 
 
    Gloria took the blood bag from the water, shook it off, and punctured it with a sharp pointy straw.  She slurped, staring me in the eyes.  “You ever use me for revenge sex, I will take a jumbo-sized dildo and hump your ass raw, without a lick of spit.  You will walk funny for a year, and it will be that long before you ever see my bedroom again.  Am I clear?”  Her eyes were red stars, hiding her humanity. 
 
    “Crystal,” I said.  “But like I just got done saying.  It’s one of the few lines I will not cross.” 
 
    With you. 
 
    “Fine.”  She strolled up and seized me by the shirt, dragging me up against her.  She kissed me.  I tasted the blood on her lips and tongue.  And grew hard.  She said, “I’m entertaining the idea that I’ll be fucking you soon.  But I need more time.”  She let go and backed away. 
 
    I looked down at myself.  “You got my dick hard.  Don’t you think you should take responsibility?” 
 
    “I’m going to get into my armor and swords.  While I do so, you may look, but not touch.  As you’ve pointed out, we have little time before the enemy hits.” 
 
    She stripped out of her gauzy nightgown.  I watched and so did my dragon.  I wondered if I’d corrupted him, inducing this interest in human anatomy.  It felt weird; after all, I’d never seen a lady dragon—out of human form—that I wanted to poke.  Claws, sharp teeth, bludgeoning tail, wing struts: they did nothing for me. 
 
    Gloria padded naked to one of the love seats and lifted the top cushion to reveal a hidden compartment.  She pulled out a crop-top chest plate that left her midriff exposed, flaunting the ruby nestled in her bellybutton.  She dressed slow, knowing she gave me a hell of a show.  Skirting made of metal plates went around her waist.  She slipped into armored boots with shin guards and settled shoulder plates over her head.  There were four-inch spikes on the shoulders.   
 
    Tease! My dragon said. 
 
    I corrected him.  The correct term is cock-teasing bitch, if you want to be technical, and she certainly is.   
 
    The door opened behind me.  I turned as Selene and Kain coming out the bedroom door.  Kain stayed close to her, hovering protectively.  “Are you sure you’re all right?  I stopped as soon as you swooned in orgasmic bliss.” 
 
      The bastard!  I wasn’t sure if that thought was entirely my own.   
 
    “Kain,” I said.  “One thing, Selene is carrying my child.  You need to think of your blood-withdraw as a one-time event.  If this threatens to become a regular, ah, affair, I will take steps.  I know you command ghosts, but there are more shadows in the world than spirits.  War would not be good for either of us.” 
 
    He smiled.  “How novel!  I’m threatening myself.” 
 
    “I will share any willing woman in my harem, but my family is off limits.”  
 
    Selene stared at me, eyes opening wide. 
 
   
  
 

 I met her gaze.  “When he’s awake, torture my inner dragon all you want.  Just remember, even man-whores have feelings, stunted and atrophied as they are.  You’re going to give birth to Colt in a matter of months.  I’m the one that gave him to you.  You either want us to be a family or you don’t.  If you don’t, I’ll let you explain it to Colt.” 
 
    Selene strolled closer, leaving Kain.  “You don’t often stand up to me.” 
 
    “I love you too much not to, in my weak, man-whore way.” 
 
    “So, you’re keeping your harem?” 
 
    “I’m allowed a double standard, remember?  Taking over the multiverse means political alliances, many sealed by marriage.  It’s one of the costs of power.  We both know this.  Sure, I can promise to limit myself to official wives and one-night stands with strangers, but a scorpion must sting, and a man-whore must fuck.  It is a terrible burden, but this allows me to bind powerful women to our cause, all of whom may be essential in preserving the cosmos.”   
 
    Her eyes were mysterious, red-crystal pools holding no message I could read.  I brushed the side of her face with the edge of my thumb.  I let her look deep into my eyes: one dragon, the other Villager.  One golden with a vertical pupil.  The other black as my heart, with a red pupil. 
 
    “I’ll make you one promise,” I said.  “Neither of me will ever knowingly sleep with another dragon so long as you live.” 
 
    Mission bells rang high in the sky, confirmation of a High King’s pledge. 
 
    “Okay,” she sighed.  “I’ll take what I can get—from man-whore and dragon.  If you ever break that promise, well, there are certain experiments I’ve always wanted to try.  Do you know—after rewiring someone’s brain—it ought to be possible for them to see with their skin?” 
 
    “I’ll bear that in mind.” 
 
    Yeah, I had to draw the short straw and wind up with the hot insane goddess. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Relentless, scorched-earth disaster can be fun.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun beamed from below the horizon.  A red haze lingered in the western sky as we left the Winnebago.  Fine machine, but it could use a stronger engine, a few gun ports, and some missile launchers as well.   
 
    While Gloria had armored herself, Kain just grabbed his broadsword, staying with his signature black suit and red tie.  It was my signature look as well.  I wondered if I went to purple camo, if he’d steal that look as well.  I unbuttoned my coat to have easy access to my holstered PX4 storm semi-automatics and walked toward the cabins.   
 
    Beside me, from one step to the next, Selene shifted from her fancy ballroom dress and heels to crimson chain mail, cuffed boots, and a surcoat of black with a full crimson moon on it.   
 
    Dressed to kill in style. 
 
    Ringo and the Pride filed from their cabin, walking toward the dock.  From the next cabin over, I saw Craig, slayer-in-training, and Vivian emerging, Colt right behind them.  Last, Osamu locked up, responsible even on the cusp of carnage.  He carried his sheathed demon sword in hand. 
 
    “Hey!” Selene said.  “What happened to my little guy?” 
 
    “Nine-year-old Colt tag-teamed with his sixteen-year-old self.  The story I got was that one of your future selves came up with an emergency mission he, Julia, and Zahra needed to handle.” 
 
    Selene frowned.  “I should have been informed,”  
 
    “Are you concerned that you’re keeping secrets from yourself?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you be?” 
 
    “If I were crazy, sure.” 
 
    “I’m not crazy, just loosely wrapped and carefree.” 
 
    “My mistake.” 
 
    Our three groups came together, forming a loose ring, everyone staring inward to the empty center.   
 
    I pointed as I named names.  “Vivian, you, Colt and Craig take the powerboat out from the dock about a dozen feet.  When the first wave of werejackals arrive, wave at them, yell, try to look tasty.  Your job is to be bait.  Once the dog-men commit to the water, going after you, Colt will call up the kraken.  It should be good and hungry now.” 
 
    They left to take up their position, 
 
    “Ringo, go gator, get in the water, and stay away from the kraken.  Follow the Eastern edge of the lake.  You’re out early warning system.  You see the jackals skirting the lake, coming our way, swim back at warp speed to let us know.” 
 
    “On it.”  He ran off, shedding clothes. 
 
    “Gloria, Kain, Selene, Osamu, you’ll be our advance guard.  Don’t over engage the enemy.  Retreat while chopping them to pieces.  Your job is to stall their momentum so the werecats can hit their flank, coming in from between the two cabins. The name of the game is attrition.  I’m expecting werebears and New Orleans vamps crash the party.  When they get here, we all duck out and let them finish things themselves.” 
 
    “My vampires are coming here?” Kain said. 
 
    I smiled at him.  “Somehow, they got this wild idea that you were here at Cross Lake, pulling all the shifters under your banner so you could wipe out troublesome vamps.” 
 
    “If I wanted them deader,” Kain said, “I’d take my sword in hand, go down there, and collect a few hundred heads.” 
 
    “This gives you the chance to play the misunderstood hero,” I said.  “Knowing of their danger from Anubis, you came here to save them, a father who’s always there for his wayward children.  And what thanks do you get?  They accuse you, of all people, of plotting their downfall.  You’ll have the moral high ground for centuries and can rub their noses in their disloyalty.  There shouldn’t be any trouble over Gloria’s ascension to your throne after that.  They certainly won’t be able to dispute her right to her chosen consort.  The engagement ball should go smoothly after this.” 
 
    Kain stared at me.  Then laughed.  “Yes, I like it.  A plan worthy of me, poor maligned vampire overlord that I am.”  As he spoke, I noticed a half-dozen floating cameras overhead, waiting to get into the game. 
 
    Kat said, “What about Anubis?  Will he come out of the woodpile to take command?” 
 
    “I hope so,” I said.  “I ought to let him capture me.” 
 
    Kain stared.  “Are you insane?  You want to put my souls in his cold, unclipped doggy paws like some chew toy?  Why?” 
 
    “Selene and I have a soul-tie.  She can find me wherever he takes me.”   
 
    I hope. 
 
    “We need to hit to him where it hurts; his secret base.  We can’t leave him a hole to crawl into.  And I’m planning to steal my Mustang back.  You guys can rush in to the rescue, and while he’s distracted from abusing me, I’ll spring my ultimate surprise on him.   
 
    My death-powered reboot spell. 
 
    “Don’t worry; he won’t kill me right off.  He’ll want to break me first, to see me piss myself and beg for mercy.  Gods—like vampires—have a bad habit of flaunting their power; it’s a compulsion.” 
 
    Selene frowned, catching my gaze.  “You wouldn’t be talking about me, would you?” 
 
    “If the divine corsage fits, my luv.  Everyone, to battle stations.”  I led the way eastward, following the shore, and came to a third cabin.  It too had a dock.  The old granny I’d met earlier in the day was on her dock, in a lounge chair, eyeing the water.  She had her shotgun in her lap, under a worn copy of Moby Dick.  She eyed the water, looking for the kraken, muttering to herself: “To the last, I grapple with thee; from hell’s heart, I stab at thee; for hate’s sake, I spit my last breath at thee.”  She sat up and turned on her seat as we approached.   “Come to help me kill that sea monster?” she asked. 
 
    “We’ve got a bigger problem,” I said.  “A pack of wild zombie-dogs is coming.  You’d better go in and let us handle this.” 
 
    Dislodging the book, she wagged her shotgun in the air.  “Not as long as I have this.  Just let some damn dingoes mess with me!” 
 
    “Fine,” I said.  “Just watch where you’re shooting.  I’m not fond of holes—under these conditions.” 
 
    There was a rush from the water.  Ringo stuck his head out—all snout, sharp teeth, and alligator eyes blazing yellow-green. 
 
    Granny swung her shotgun toward him. 
 
    He fell back in the water and sank. 
 
    The gun boomed. 
 
    Ringo hadn’t said anything, but I got his message. 
 
    “Incoming.” I called.  “Weapons ready!”  A shadow tatt on my arm connected me to the ether, and my armory.  I summoned my titanium sword to me, charging it.  The blade blacked but gave off a golden aura of raw magic—an imitation of a demon sword—but unique to me.  This was the sword my Villager family had recent given me.  The Sword of Light lay in my distant Clan House armory.  I’d left a piece of my soul in it so I could summon it but for now, I didn’t want Anubis sensing it and shying off.  There would be a time and place for the Sword of Light—just not now. 
 
    Kain eyed my titanium katana, comparing it to the broadsword he held.  “Mine’s longer.” 
 
    “Mine’s magic,” 
 
    “Isn’t that cheating?” he asked 
 
    “You mean like rolling someone’s mind with vampire mesmerism while you’re fighting them?  And isn’t that a cursed sword you’re holding.”  I eyed cryptic symbols running down its length.  
 
    “Forget I mentioned it,” he said. 
 
    Gloria had both short swords in her hands.  She wove a rapid-fire pattern of alternating cuts.  “Ready.” 
 
    Osamu set hand o the hilt of his blade, ready to speed-draw as needed. 
 
    Selene held out an empty hand and closed her fingers into a fist that suddenly held a red-wire wrapped hilt.  A blade of red crystal jutted from the hilt.  Red lightning danced along the surface.  She grinned at me. 
 
    I stared down the curve of the lake.  A massive bunch of beast men loped closer, awkward because they weren’t fully human or jackal, but both.  Anubis had sacrificed efficiency for the shock effect of his troops.  Or maybe just for vanity’s sake.  They looked like him this way. 
 
    “Here they are.”  I popped dragon wings from my back, using a half-phase that ruined shirt and coat, leaving them at my waist in tatters.  My shoulder holsters were designed not to interfere with wing function.  I drew a PX4 Storm, holding it in my left hand as I leaped into the air, taking point. 
 
    Unwilling to be cheated of a full share of gory fun, Gloria and Kain surged below me at vampire speed.  We hit the beastmen head on.  My handgun fired, bucking in my grip as I emptied the magazine—all head shots to prevent resurrections.  The ones without brains wouldn’t get up as zombies.   
 
    I caught peripheral impressions from the others as I concentrated on my own kills.  Though busy, it proved hard to miss a swath of red lightning gutting the werejackal army, blasting dozens of them into smoking chunks of blackened meat.   
 
    My vampire friends screamed in battle rage as they danced in and slashed, loping off heads, kicking headless corpses out of their way.  I saw Gloria leap and spin, kicking one severed head into the face of an oncoming werebeast. 
 
    She’d make a fortune in a soccer league. 
 
    The cursed nature of Kain’s sword became evident; every wound it inflicted, no matter how slight or deep, explosively spewed torrents of blood, draining the target, drenching the area with fresh blood.  My crimson sword stalker was earning his keep tonight.   
 
    One enterprising werejackal leaped from the fallen body of a brother, onto the shoulders of another.  From there, he vaulted up in the air to intercept me.  I slashed downward and cleaved his head in two.  A quick kick to his groin sent him falling back to the pile. 
 
    Another red flash, another streak of red lightning, and a gap formed that was soon filled as more and more attackers kept coming.   
 
    And why would they stop?  They worship death.  We’re giving them what they want, sending them into the arms of Anubis.  Still, there’s got to be a limit to their numbers. 
 
     I flapped harder and took myself higher, sending my gun back to my armory, where it would be magically reloaded.  A quick thought caused a swirl of shadow on my right arm.  Under the remnants of my clothing, the darkness, formed my bi-location spell.  I warmed it with golden dragon magic.  My spirit form slipped out of my body, taking half my awareness with it.  I pulled my gun back from the armory.  It filled my left hand.  I took aim and squeezed off shot after shot.   
 
    Meanwhile, my divided mind swooped away, checking the perimeter of the Marina.  The edges of my spirit vision were blurred.  Only my forward focus stayed clear.  I drifted over a darkened church, to a side parking lot.   Assorted vehicles were there.  A group of naked, shaggy men gathered around Big Tom.  Instead of a circle jerk, they unleashed their inner beasts and began the slow process of changing.  Most of these were werebears, but I knew there would be a wolf or two, maybe an armadillo or opossum once the shifts were done.  The bears would look shrimpy, having gained no mass.  The other creatures, would be giant—for armadillo and opossum kind.   
 
    These guys would need time to get into gear.   I went on to look for the others. I found a fleet of approaching vehicles, headlights slashing the gloom.  The vamps were arriving in limos and vans.  But they headed toward the Marina Office.  Apparently, they hadn’t done research to locate us before arriving.   
 
    Sloppy.  Well, the good news is they’ll find us fast.  Stepping out of their air conditioning, they’ll hear the battle and smell the blood on the wind.   
 
    I pulled my split mind back together, closing the distance in a lightning rush so both mental references fused into one battlefield view.  No longer preoccupied, I spiraled lower.  By then, I’d emptied my gun’s magazine time after time.  I sheathed the heated weapon and put both hands on my sword hilt. 
 
    The bodies—those not ripped, splattered, and baked by lightning—were piled high.  The remaining werejackals scrambled over their dead to keep attacking us.  Osamu slid away from various attacks, slashing as went, letting his demon blade eat souls that would never make it back to Anubis. 
 
    Kain and Gloria paused their rush, giving the enemy time to slide down the hill of corpses and regain momentum.   
 
    Selene stopped, too, but only to blast the hill of corpses liberally so the resurrecting zombies were further mangled.   
 
    I turned in the air, passing over my guys.  “Pull back.  Let the Pride get its licks in.” 
 
    Kain stared up at me, his eyes red with bloodlust and battle rage.  I thought he’d argue, but he nodded and retreated—if slowly.  Gloria followed his example. 
 
    I landed next to Selene and patted her tummy.  “Don’t overdo it, Mother.  You’re carrying our son.” 
 
    The red haze of madness left her red crystal eyes.  The red jags of electrical fire wreathing her sword died down and faded.  She looked at me, her hand covering mine.  “I expect you to rub my feet later.” 
 
    I thought of all the lightning spilled across the battlefield, and all the Kentucky-fried werejackals and werejackal zombies.  “I’m getting off light.”  I took her hand and tugged her back toward Granny’s dock.  She must have seen enough of the battle to realize she had other places to be.  She was gone and so was her shotgun.  Ringo was back in human form, sitting naked in her chair, thumbing through an abandoned copy of Moby Dick. 
 
    I motioned at the next dock where he’d left his clothes.  “Go get your stuff; we’ll have to bale soon.”  We followed him.  Ringo found his abandoned clothes and dressed.  Kain and Gloria joined us last.  There was a gap between my guys and the enemy. 
 
    I called out, “Fall back to the kraken.  He’s up soon, then we can portal out and leave the werebears and vampires to muddle through.  Kain, I recommend letting your wayward vamps get a little bloody, then you can swoop in heroically and save them from their folly.” 
 
    He grinned, baring fangs.  “And won’t that be fun.” 
 
    “Don’t forget to give them the I’m-very-disappointed-in-you speech.  Kids hate getting that from parents.” 
 
    He gave me a thumb’s up and dissolved himself in mist—which only a few, ancient-as-dirt vampires can do. 
 
    Yeah, big deal.  Try turning into a dragon some time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Not everything we ask for is good for us.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Eeek!  They’re so scary!” I yelled.  “Everyone, run away.”   
 
    Dragon wings fluttering, I ran screaming like a little girl.  That was my plan.  Emboldened, the werejackals and zombie versions came on even faster.   
 
    Gloria rolled her eyes at me as we retreated past the cabins, taking up a new position by the dock to the Pride’s cabin.   
 
    Selene floated along a few inches off the ground, hands empty.  She’d banished her red crystal sword for the moment. 
 
    I looked out at the water.  The boat sat there, ready to cue the kraken hiding in the water.  Grim-faced, Craig kept a sharp look out, appraising the horde rounding the beach.  This was the moment for which he’d trained.   
 
    Next to him, Vivian relaxed, knowing better than to get kinked up before time to act.  A slayer slays best who’s relaxed and fluid.   
 
    Sixteen years old Colt now only had eyes for Vivian, admiring the dangerous curves of her skintight catsuit.  Definitely my son, though a late bloomer; I’d managed to get laid by the time I was eleven.  I doubted Colt would know what to do with a woman if he got his paws on one. 
 
    Maybe a man-to-man talk might help.  Someone should tell him that wanting to jump every hot woman you see is natural.  And sometimes disastrous.  I have been stabbed. 
 
    The werecats came down to the water, slinking low, mostly human in form, but with claws, fur, ears on top of their heads, and tails out that whipped with attitude.  Teeth were bared.  Hate gleamed in their eyes.  
 
    Dogs and cats do have a history. 
 
    All massive muscles and rumbling death, Joshua led the Pride into the soft flank of the werejackals and werejackal zombies.  The zombies were much fewer than last time because we’d concentrated on head full-throated shots and decapitation to start off with, but the zombies gave the best response, turning instinctively to fight for the brains they craved.  The obsessed werejackals took longer to turn and face the new threat. 
 
    I called to the boat.  “Colt, stay there and prepare to raise the kraken.  Vivian, Craig, if you want some action, go to it.”   
 
    Vivian said something to Colt.  His quick reflexes in lifting his head kept her from seeing him staring at her ass.  He jumped up in the air and stayed there, floating high.  Vivian leaped to the controls.  The idling rumble of the boat’s motor changed to a full-throated roar.  The boat surged away from the dock, turning away from shore at first, then coming around.  The boat hit shore and kept going, leaving the water, plowing through the enemy column as Craig hung on tight.   
 
    “That boy’s getting trained old school.  Thrown into battle to live or die,” I said. 
 
    Gloria smirked.  “At least he isn’t crying like a girl as he runs away.” 
 
    I glowered back.  “Hey, it worked, didn’t it?” 
 
    Vivian and Craig were out of the boat, swords hacking.  Loped-off heads flew high.  As the Pride swept by, Kat and Josh took some of the pressure off the slayers, not that they needed much help. 
 
    I turned away and stared down the beach at the distant office.  A large crowd of vamps starting to come this way.  I checked the cabins, looking for werebears and rogues.  There they were, coming past Granny’s place.  Despite all the dead werejackals and werejackal zombies, Anubis had a deep reserves of foot soldiers; a second wave was on its way. 
 
    Time for a strategic retreat. 
 
    “Selene, we need a portal on the dock here.” 
 
    “To where?” 
 
    “Far side of the lake.  We’ll see where all these dog-boys are kenneled, maybe catch Anubis with his pants down.”  I willed my sword away for the moment.  It vanished from my hand. 
 
    She said, “He’ll see the portal’s crimson light and know we’re coming.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll do it.”  I stared across the lake, picking a spot.  I poured shadow into the air, formed a portal, and sank golden dragon magic into the darkness to activate it.  I yelled.  “Vivian, Josh, come here.  It’s time to go stomp Anubis.”   
 
    They fought free of werejackals, Osamu stepping in to cut down anyone dogging their steps.  The were-dogs seemed to have developed a healthy fear of the demon sword, sensing it would sever their links to Anubis forever.  They showed no interest in trying to swarm my combat butler. 
 
    The Pride came running, Josh bringing up the rear.  Those who’d circled Osamu to get in showed hesitation where the fully changed wereliger was concerned.  About the size of three tigers, Josh roared and swiped with his bad, 1600-pound self, and jackal snarls became crimson ruin.  Zombies were crushed to the sand.  Anubis’ warriors were set flying en mass.  
 
    The pride poured through my shadow gate.  Josh and Kat went through last.   
 
    I couldn’t see Kain, but I knew my stalker was somewhere close; I could see the occasional flashes of his ghost-cameras.  I yelled, “Kain, take over here.” 
 
    I shot Selene a look.  “Our turn!” 
 
    She grabbed me and we ran together into the darkness.  We emerged across the lake near a thicket of trees.  The Pride members were knotted together, waiting for instructions.    Ringo came last.  There were a few werejackals on his ass.  Selene pulled her red-crystal sword out of nowhere and slashed the enemy to bloody pieces before they could howl a warning to those on this side of the lake. 
 
    I listened a moment and heard no sign of alarm over the skirmish.   
 
    No voices.  No movement.  All is well—so far. 
 
    I whispered to Selene.  “Can you tell if we’re close to Anubis?” 
 
    She whispered back.  “He’s shielding himself from me, the same way I’m shielding from him, but his werejackals radiate killing intent.”  She pointed.  “A hundred feet that way.” 
 
    I let the shadow portal unmake itself and willed it into a shapeless shadow mist to shield us.  I shot Selene a glance.  “Tell Colt to release the kraken, if he hasn’t done so already.” 
 
    Her eyes went distant, then refocused on me.  “Done.  The werebears mauled Anubis’ men.  The vamps stood around, wondering who they ought to kill, then the werejackals spotted them.”  She smiled brightly.  “All is degenerating into bloody chaos.”  
 
    “The best kind,” Ringo said. 
 
    We didn’t have Osamu, but I felt good about him hanging back to keep an eye on Colt.  
 
    My shadow mist rose four feet off the ground.  We could to be hidden, or advance, looking over the top of it.  My dragon eyes enabled me to see our forces in the dark.  The Pride could see like—well, cats.  Vivian had dhampyr eyes; darkness didn’t hinder her much either.  Only Craig strapped on some kind of military night-vision gear.   
 
    I whispered, “Josh, Kat, Ringo.”  My words drew their attention.  I pointed.  “Enemy is a hundred feet that way; take the rest of the Pride in.  Move with the shadow mist.  Vivian, take Craig around through the woods.  See if you can sneak up on them.  Selene, give us time to get close, then go dragon and rampage.  While you draw Anubis’ attention skyward, we’ll hit him head on.” 
 
    I got nods in return.   
 
    I gave Selene a kiss and whispered.  “For luck.” 
 
    She drifted up into the sky, with plenty of darkness to hide in. 
 
    I sent the dark mist rolling out.  Ringo and the Pride went with it, leaving me to bring up the rear.  It didn’t feel like I was lagging; as the roiling mist traveled, slicking the ground ahead, it carried my senses in search of enemies.  I advanced.  My mist provided cover as the trees thinned out.   
 
    Off to the side, I saw the lights of upper class homes.  No dogs barked.  I think Anubis had them in thrall.  Though separated, the cat Pride and I moved easy, one wave of darkness following another.  We could take our time.  Vivian and Craig were the ones having to hustle to get there through the trees, to be in position first.   
 
    Anubis was old, powerful.  But had he been challenged in centuries?  Might he have gotten soft?  I hoped so.  That would make it easier.  My strength was my unpredictability.  When they wanted to fight me with magic, I went to guns.  When they used guns, I went with my dragon.  Against monsters, I used magic.  And when they were ready for all that, I went kung-fu on their asses.  Rock.  Paper.  Scissors.  There’s always a change-up that trumps something else. 
 
    It was a lesson I’d learned when I was thirteen, when I’d gotten my first tatt—demon wings.  One of the last real tatts I still had that wasn’t made of shadow, the others having all been stripped away.  Funny, thinking of that pivot-point after all this time.  I remembered; I hadn’t been alone.  I’d had friends.  Not imaginary ones either, though they often tried to make me believe that’s what they were.  I could almost see past the blurs, to their faces…but not quite.  They’d taken my memories when they were done with my thirteen-year-old self. But there were hints that lingered, occasionally troubling my sleep. 
 
    My slick of darkness found guards posted in our direction.  What my darkness caressed was fed to me.  I whispered ahead, “Josh.”   
 
    He stopped and looked back. 
 
    I held up two fingers.  I then pointed ahead to where the guards were.  I expected Joshua to go silently take them down, one by one, but Kat ghosted in instead.   
 
    Well, she is much smaller, harder to see.  If she’s fast enough, and instantly lethal… 
 
    I felt her running on dark-slicked ground, steps of a dancer, barely touching down, full of immense power.  One body went down, dead, a lost doggy breath sighing into my shadow.  A moment later, a second guard went down and died.   
 
    Good girl.   
 
    This was why Kat led her Pride.  A motherly love that never flinched from harsh necessities.  It had made her a great choice for Mistress of Sacramento.  It made her a great choice for taking over here, too.  I doubted she could go back to Sacramento, having run, and not trusted her city to defend her.   
 
    They might not ever believe that she’d run to save them, as well as herself. 
 
    Impatient, Josh stared at me, waiting for some sign.  I waved ahead; Move!  They ran, catching up to Kat.   
 
    I lifted my eyes to scan the deepening night.  There was no hint of sunset left.  The moon was mostly dark, a waxing crescent—nearly a new moon.  The sky was dark blue velvet, jeweled with diamond chips.  And there, the beat of giant wings—Selene about to attack. 
 
    I pointed her out to the Pride members.  Their faces lifted.  Kat and Josh turned their cat’s eyes my way.  They nodded.  They knew we needed to wait until the first outcry went up from the werejackals.  That would be our moment to strike. 
 
    I extended my hand, a thought breached the ether, sweeping up my sword, bringing it to me.  The titanium katana appeared in my fist’s tight grip.  The straight blade was dark, hidden by my shadow mist.  Though some distance ahead, several of the cats jumped as the sword materialized. 
 
    Scaredy cats. 
 
    I watched Selene plunge from the sky, mouth open, pouring a torrent of red flame down upon the enemy camp.  The flames engulfed a huge tent, no doubt set up for the comfort of an arrogant god that couldn’t imagine anyone sneaking up on him.  The fire made running, shrieking torches out of a number of werejackals that soon fell over, and rose again as burning, staggering zombies.  
 
    High strung, the Pride leaped ahead, eager to take vengeance on the ones who’d been stalking them.  Though faster, I was a dozen steps behind when a small disk of sour green light appeared like a will-of-the-wisp, taking the length of my sword into some other dimension. 
 
    A mini-portal.  Magic.  Fuck, that hurts. 
 
    I knew where my sword had gone.  I could see the darkness, and fell its hardness, as it ran through my spine and out my stomach.  A green glow from behind matched the green glow of the little disk hovering in front of me. The twin lights tinted the shadow mist around my legs.  That mist and my strength of will was all that kept me upright.      
 
    Someone—Anubis of course—had used a pair of mini-portals to make sure I stabbed myself with my own sword.  Bastard had done a good job; I couldn’t feel my legs. 
 
     I willed all the raw golden dragon magic flowing through my body to go to the injury site to start rapid healing.  Full recovery might come in days.  I condensed shadow magic like an internal cast to immobile the severed bone and spinal cord, holding me together.  The shock of the injury unleashed endorphins.  That didn’t even touch the pain of the wound.  The only thing I could count on from my half-dragon and half-Villager physiology was about ten or fifteen minutes of hyper-clarity and functionality.   After that, pain from the waist up would be a hell of a distraction.  Until then… 
 
    Go shock! 
 
    I willed my sword to vanish, returning to my armory.  No way would I give Anubis my Villager sword.    He’d just have to wait until I had an opportunity to summon the Sword of Light and lop off his fool head.  This was not the time. 
 
    He stepped up beside me, looking down at the hole in my stomach.  Without a sword there to plug me, blood, bile, and spinal fluid spurted.  I figured the leak would stop in a couple minutes.  
 
    Anubis didn’t seem to know that; he pressed a field bandage over the wound and put my hand over the bandage.  He whispered.  “Better hold that.  You don’t want to die too soon.” 
 
    Oooo!  Doggy breath. 
 
    Wanting me alive to use against Kain, he wound bandages around my torso, pressing something against my spine.  The pain kicked up.  I figured he was patching the back as well as front, and—as a shinigami, a god of death—maybe he could keep me alive by simply not letting me pass. 
 
    Well, I’d wanted to be captured, to track Anubis back to his home dimension and steal back my Mustang.   
 
    I guess I’ve got my wish.  Too bad we couldn’t stomp him a little first. 
 
    A sour green energy seeped out of his body, shimmering over a black business suit with a matching green tie.  The tie was loose, the white shirt’s collar open, giving extra room to his over-large jackal head.  He had eyes like rubies.  They glinted as he gave me a bestial smile.  “Time to go,” Anubis said.   
 
    His sour green light spread to me, washing away the world, and we were gone!    
 
    And still, I didn’t know: How the hell had he found me first? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    NINTEEN 
 
      
 
    “People lie; there is no dignity in death.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    The bile-green mystical energy fled away.    
 
    I sort of stood in a dusty courtyard, supported by a black mist of shadow magic since my legs no longer received nervous impulses.  If I hadn’t already been moving in the mist, the spinal injury would have caused a collapse.  That would have damaged knee tendons and ligaments.  And that would have left me with even more to heal.   
 
    Bad luck is sometimes better than none at all. 
 
    Anubis stood with me, looking over the bandages he’d just applied to keep me from bleeding out.  I figured he wanted me in better condition before handing me over to the royal tortures.  My dragon hearing picked up the breathing and movements of a third person, someone hanging back.   
 
    A guard?   
 
    I took a moment to see what I could.  A courtyard.  Buff colored, tinged orange by dancing flames rising from scattered, black iron braziers. Two of them guarded the matte black maw of an obsidian temple.  The temple itself had a high gloss sheen that caught light, turning it into artistic displays.  I looked left and right at obelisks that pricked a putrid green sky with yellow whirls of galaxies, and a few singular stars in between.  The temple itself was a huge block capped with a pyramid roof.  I suspected that out there in the surrounding desert, there would be more pyramids and maybe a few sphinxes with jackal heads on them.   
 
    Anubis smiled, baring white canine teeth.  With an arm, he lent support, acting with great solace that I didn’t believe for a moment.  “Come this way.  I have a place of great honor awaiting you.” 
 
    I smiled back with insincerity.  “Awfully kind of you.” 
 
    “Oh, think nothing of it.  I am not cruel in victory.  You gave me more trouble than I expected, but that was my fault.  I underestimating you.” 
 
    “People do that—a lot.  I hope we’re not going far.  I’m holding on, but I expected a total collapse soon.  If I wasn’t half-dragon, I’d be dead already.” 
 
    “Not far, no.”  I drifted at his side, my own shadow magic doing most of the supporting.  He gazed back. Toward the mysterious person I couldn’t see? 
 
    “You have lovely wings.  It will be a shame to clip them, but caged birds have no use for such extravagant possessions.” 
 
    I made no comment, focusing on pouring all my dragon magic into a frenzy of healing.  I needed to bring myself back to full function fast enough to catch him off guard.  Once, I would have taken a great deal of pride in hiding all pain.  Now, pain and weakness were masks, weapons to exploit. 
 
    We stepped to the threshold, a slab of black marble inset with gold hieroglyphics.  The sides of the entrance indicated walls three-feet thick.  My black mist obscured the writing underfoot as we entered.  I felt my power drop to dregs.  I choked on a gasp of pain, nearly blinded by its vicious surge.  The black mist that had supported me vanished.  The severed edges of my spine scraped as my shadow magic collapsed to that one spot, trying to keep me intact.  
 
    Anubis gripped me harder, not letting me fall.  His smile looked happier now.  “I’ve got you, my friend.  Just a little more, and you can rest, I promise.”  He carried me in and to the side of the entrance.  “And here we are.”  He lowered me to a handwoven brown rug covered with two-dimensional, stylized, upright jackals walking in stiff angular poses.  I saw a pillow and a glazed ceramic bowl. 
 
    “You should thank me for the honor,” Anubis said.  “Not just anybody gets to sit and beg for food in the Great Hall of Anubis.  Yes, I realize I could set you at my table and serve you wine and rare delicacies, but I wouldn’t want to take away your pride in earning a living.  Cripples need their self-respect, after all.” 
 
    I’d have told him to go fuck his ear with a fireplace poker but the relocation and the draining away of my power barely allowed me to cling to consciousness.  This seemed to annoy Anubis.  He tapped a clawed sandal-wearing foot.  I struggled to see.  It appeared that crossing into the temple had changed him. The business suit had morphed into white linen drapings.  A collar of gold glinted at his neck.  Gold cuffs adorned his wrists. 
 
    He beckoned to someone.  Soft steps approached.  The feet of a girl.  She wore an ancient Egyptian tunic.  Awkwardly, I stared up at her face, bracing myself on my forearms.  I knew her.  Zahra.  My little Egyptian seer.  She was supposed to be off with Young Colt and Julia.   
 
    “Ah, you recognize the child!  She who bares the eyes of Bastet.  Now you know how I knew where and when to take you prisoner.” 
 
    I glared at her.  “Zahra, why?  I was good to you.” 
 
    Anubis sighed, a happy sound from him.  “A lot of men have been good to her.   She is from a timeline you destroyed.  I saved her from being destroyed by bringing her to this World of Death.  She made her living on her back as a cum bucket, yes, that is the term you perverts use.  She serves my temple now.  And you, too.  She will be providing water for your use.  This much, I can do for you.”  His foot swept the floor.  He toed the empty bowl.  “Zahra, my little Blue Lotus, you’ve let his bowl run dry.  You must fill this at once.” 
 
    She said something in Egyptian I didn’t get at first until some magic in the temple echoed her words in English: “My apologies, Lord Anubis.  I will fetch water at once.” 
 
    “No need to fetch it.  You are here, after all.” 
 
    Anubis moved to her and placed his hands on her frail shoulders.  She stared up into his face, fear darkening her eyes, making her tremble.  He pulled her closer to me, pressed her down so she squatted over the bowl, and gave her one word of command: “Pee!” 
 
    “I don’t know…if I can, my Lord.” 
 
    His savage smile widened.  “You can, for it is the will of your god.  I am absolute in this place.  My word is reality.” 
 
    That’s right.  He’d called this a World of Death.  He meant that exactly: a Shinigami dimension, a place where death rules supreme as the ultimate—maybe the only—power.  And this temple is more him than anywhere else.  It explains why my power has deserted me. 
 
    Zahra’s face blushed with embarrassment.  She stared at the floor, but not at me.  And I heard the tinkle of piss hitting the bowl.  With my heightened dragon sense of smell, I noticed the ammonia scent. 
 
    Anger surged up in me. 
 
    This is all about humiliation as he demonstrates his power.  The bastard thinks I’m going to drink her pee.   
 
    Zahra finished and straightened, moving away from the bowl and piss splatters on the floor.  Anubis petted her on the head.  “That’s a good kitty.”  His tone reminded me of one you’d use with a favorite pet.  “Don’t forget, now, once a day I want that bowl filled.  We mustn’t let our royal beggar suffer from neglect.” 
 
    Still blushing, she said, “Yes, Master.” 
 
    “You may go for now,” he said.  “Later, I will need you to attend me in the royal baths.” 
 
    She scurried away across the black marble floor.  The air felt cold.  I heard distant voices, and had an impression of people in the distance, and a green-lit fire pit, but my eyes weren’t working as well as I’d have liked, burning with sweat trickling down my face. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to drink?” Anubis asked. 
 
    I reached out, grabbed the bowl by the top edge, and flung the piss at his feet.   
 
    Startled, he hopped backwards.   
 
    I dropped the bowl and groaned out something I hoped was a laugh.  “Go lick your ass, little doggie?  We’ll play fetch later, if you’re a good boy.” 
 
    His clenched fists were shadows in nimbuses of bile-green light, not quite bright enough to dazzle.  Little, slow-motion curves of current snaked up his arms.  His eyes now glowed the same color.  He swung his fists toward me, opening them like poisonous flowers blooming in darkness. 
 
    And here’s where he kills me. 
 
    He stopped.  The light-play dimmed and went away.  “It’s not going to work.  You can’t provoke me into giving you the blessed relief of death, not when I don’t know if unnatural laws will let me keep your freed soul.  Heaven and Hell won’t have you, but you have ties to Fairy and to whatever gods the dragons worship.  I’m not going to make it easy on you.  Speaking of which; here, you’ll need this.” 
 
    He made a tossing gesture.  A tin cup materialized in thin air.  It fell and clattered to a stop, bouncing onto my rug. A tin cup for a beggar.  Anubis walked away, steps echoing.   
 
    I sagged to the floor.  Pain came in greater waves.  It washed me away. 
 
      
 
    I woke up being manhandled by servants, women in white linen with doggie heads.  They were less than gentle as they used daggers to cut off buttons and slashed away my belt, stripped away my clothes.  They removed the bandaging Anubis had put over my torn clothing. The external wounds had closed, and with luck, the internal bleeding had stopped.  
 
    Though less than focused, I had enough presence of mind to take all my shadow tatts under my skin so they looked like simple bruises.   
 
    The women backed away, eyes wary.  They reached down and picked up wooden buckets with rope handles.  The buckets were rocked in my direction.  Pitched water splashed over me.  I caught some in my open mouth and swallowed to dent my thirst.  It was damn cold, like it had been drawn from a deep well, but my tough skin blunted the shock.   
 
    One of the women said, “It is forbidden to stink in the presence of Anubis.”   
 
    The other one flung a piece of sackcloth at me—traditional apparel of the lowly beggar.  “Cover your shame, miserable worm.  It is forbidden to offend the eyes of your god” 
 
    I held up a middle finger.  “Your god, not mine.”   
 
    Bearing savage teeth, they retreated into the gloom.   
 
    This may have been a temple and throne room but no one wasted money on lighting.   Now that I’d slept off some of my pain and my magic had started mending my spine, I could focus better.  The far walls were lost in darkness, but out in the middle of the space, a fire pit lit the area with slow-motion fire, more of that bile-green serpentine stuff that Anubis like to throw around.  In the sick light, a throne with a twelve-foot back of obsidian waited for use.  Off to the side were cushions where the last of the party animals were collapsed in a drunken stupor.  Little lap trays were scattered, a few knocked on their sides.  Servants wandered, collecting empty dishes, hauling them toward the kitchen. 
 
    How much time have I lost?  Better question, does this temple shield me from Selene’s perceptions?  Should I count on rescue at all? 
 
    I turned my head toward the entrance, more a gap than a doorway.  It showed Anubis had no expectation of attack.  One change I noticed; a gray-green, pre-dawn light falling across the threshold and the marble floor.  I wondered if the sun itself would be some muted, lichen color.   
 
    My power was low, but not gone.  Golden dragon magic clung to my spine, speeding regeneration.  I could have dredged up some shadow, maybe enough for a thin dagger.  I’d save that for extreme need.  Also, my dragon wings were still attached.  I wouldn’t get far, but I could always flap outside and make a run for it; but I had better use for the calcium of the wing struts.  I concentrated on absorbing the bone to rebuild my spine, pulling in blood, letting the muscles and leathery skin wither and crumble to dust.  This would speed up my recovery. 
 
    I’d deprived Anubis of torturing me by cutting my wings off as he’d threatened.  That was one of the reasons I’d risked death by provoking him with the thrown piss.  In anger, he’d stormed off and forgotten he’d planned to clip me. 
 
    One tiny victory at a time and I’ll win this campaign!  Meanwhile, I’ll play along with him. 
 
    I picked up the sackcloth and studied it as my wings sloughed away.  What I held looked a lot like an oversized potato sack that someone had taken a knife to, cutting slits for my head and arms to poke out.  It took a long time to get it on since moving my back made the pain a sharp stab instead of a constant throb.   
 
    It was good I’d spent years using the wrong kind of dragon blood in my tattoos to invoke magic.  The old, incredible pain this had caused desensitized me to my present suffering, otherwise, I’d have been banging my head into the floor to get relief. 
 
    Funny how even my mistakes come back to aid me. 
 
    There were two saving graces in my current situation: one; no fleas lived on the rug to gnaw on me.  And two; none of Kain’s little ghost cameras were capturing this for posterity.  I hoped.  I stared around for flashes, listening for clicks.  Nothing.   
 
    I relaxed, and sat with pain for company, and watched the patch of light on the floor strengthen as dawn broke.  The air warmed a degree or two.  The intruding sunlight looked weak, watery, a moldy greenish-white.  I had no idea where I was.  This might be Osiris’ underworld beyond the Western Gate, or some dead reality claimed by Anubis who’d brought his servants here.  I leaned toward this being a private world.  If Anubis shared it with other gods, they’d have their monuments around, too.  And their divinity would have weakened his sovereignty. This arrangement felt like a stepping stone to even more power.  Anubis fed on death.  He was death.  If I were him, I’d plot to become the only god or goddess of death anywhere.   
 
    To the victor go the spoils.  And the all the souls. 
 
    In a burst of insight, I saw why he didn’t want me to save the multiverse from the Flawless. After they passed, killing everything, such appalling death would make him whatever it was gods became when they leveled-up to something higher.  Anubis wanted to be a mega-god.  I stood in the way.  That thought cheered me—for a time. 
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    “Never underestimate what a real 
 
     man can do with a bowl of piss.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    Carrying spiral ram-horn trumpets, two dog-headed servants in white loincloths passed me without a glance.  They went out to the front courtyard where I couldn’t see.  I could hear a sea-like sound, the murmur of many voices growing excited.   
 
    The servants blew a series of shrill, flatulent notes.   
 
    The voices died.   
 
    The trumpeters returned, once more passing me without regard.  Nothing interesting happened for a long while.  Then visitors trickled in, most of them hurrying up toward the open expanse in front of the throne.  There were armed guards there that formed them into ranks.  I assumed, when the crowd grew big enough, Anubis would put in an appearance, issue a few orders, and hand out minor blessings. 
 
    Three big bruisers that looked like ancient Nigerians showed up wearing leopard-skin loincloths and necklaces of crocodile teeth.  They stopped just inside the door to study me like I was some rare beast.  Their skin was oiled.  Out on a thin limb, I assumed they were at least part-time wrestlers and maybe professional hunters as well.  Their heads were shaved and glossy.  Their eyes were as mean as their thick-lipped sneers.  Their only purpose in entering the temple seemed to be to laugh at my weakness.   
 
    Timid as a mouse, Zahra stole out of the temple gloom.  She had the look of a movie heroine that expected vampires to pounce at any time.  Another female servant of Anubis accompanied her.  This dog-headed bitch watched Zahra’s every move.   
 
    Losing their smiles, the three visitors bowed respectfully to the priestess.   
 
    The bitch waved Zahra on.  She wasn’t the girl I knew, but a ghost from a parallel time-line.  By rescuing Zahra from the Old West, I’d destroyed her future, preventing it from happening.  It had taken a god to step into that fading reality and not only pull Zahra out, but stabilize her in a universe where time forever hungered to unmake her.  Off of this dead world, Zahra could unravel like bad knitting.  Anubis had probably explained this to her because hopelessness deadened her eyes.   
 
    That sight would have made Colt mad if he’d seen it but this Zahra had never met Colt.  Or me before yesterday.  We could mean nothing to her.  Her loyalty would be with Anubis—without much choice. Appealing to her wouldn’t help.  She’d betray me to stay alive.  It was just that simple.   
 
    And escaping to the outside world would do me no good if I left her behind; she had the eyes of Bastet, seer eyes.  She’d lead Anubis straight to me, and he’d sip an iced lemonade from the back of a chariot, watching me crawl back over burning sand as his people poked me along with spears. 
 
    Speaking of yellow beverages… 
 
    The priestess pointed at my water bowl.  “Go on, slave.” 
 
    Zahra raised her eyes in appeal.  “In front of…them?” 
 
    The bitch thought a moment.  “You have a point.  Anubis has commanded that any may come to laugh at the fallen one, but more than that requires an offering.”  She gestured at the tin cup.  “Pick it up, child, and take your position.” 
 
    Zahra paused a moment, as if wanting to argue.  A last spark of defiance not quite crushed out in her.  I think she realized this would be a steady thing, and she could do it, or get beaten first and still do it.  The problem with theocracies is that few gods are worth serving. 
 
    Zahra picked up the tin cup and held it out by its handle.  She squatted over the water bowl, holding it in her hand, thrusting it under her linen tunic.   
 
    One of the men frowned at Zahra, then the priestess.   “Not much to see, the way she’s doing that.” 
 
     “True.”  The bitch-priestess walked behind Zahra, pulled her tunic up to the waist, and knotted the loose material to keep it from falling back.  Zahra now squatted naked from the waist down, gone commando for all to see.  “Any more objections?” 
 
    The men grinned and shook their heads no.  They gathered a few coins between them and dropped them into the tin cup where they clattered.   
 
    Zahra blushed with shame.   
 
    Anubis had said Zahra had been a child prostitute in the Old West.  I didn’t buy that, knowing the Old West wasn’t as lawless, violent, and depraved as Hollywood liberals would have people believe.  I think Anubis, too, had been projecting his personal standards onto others.  That’s what gods and liberals do.  Armed societies are always portrayed as uncivilized and unsafe when the truth is; such Golden Ages are man’s freest, noblest achievements in history. When guns are forcibly put away, societies enter an age of dangerous decay. 
 
    In the Old West, an orphan child might be put in domestic service at a saloon or cat house but would not be pressed into prostitution until a woman.  Even if the story Anubis told was true, Zahra would have had a private room. Public nudity would be a new depth in degradation for her.   
 
    Several entering families paused to eye the scene, probably wondering what the hell they were seeing.   
 
    The priestess glowered at them.  “Pay for the show or go about your business.” 
 
    They hurried on. 
 
    Over analyzing the situation kept me from venting my anger at such abuse.  I couldn’t let myself react; if this bothered me, Anubis would see that it happened more often than once a day.   
 
    A god of death is as predictable as death. 
 
    I guessed he’d done something godly to her bladder because she had no trouble pissing at will.  She tinkled until the bowl was nearly full, then set it on the floor near my rug.  Zahra turned to her keeper.  “May I cover myself now?” 
 
    A long pause followed as the bitch-priestess savored her power.  “For now, but we shall want another show later, so don’t go far.” 
 
    Had I given something away?  Or had the doggy-headed bitch simply seen an opportunity to make some off-the-books cash? 
 
    Zahra tugged her garment down and hurried away, sandaled feet slapping the stone floor.  The priestess stopped her just long enough to take the tin cup and empty it of coins.  She tossed the cup back to the floor, near my rug. 
 
    One of the oiled idiots pointed at me.  “The show isn’t over.  He’s supposed to drink the girl’s nectar, right?” 
 
     When will they learn? 
 
    With a sigh, I reached out, picked up the bowl by the top rim, and brought it close to my lips.  I gave them a dramatic pause.  And tossed out the piss.  The bitch wasn’t as nimble as Anubis had been; the pee splashed her linen tunic and feet.  She gasped in outrage, jumping back way too late for it to help.   
 
    I may have chortled to myself.  In such a situation, a man must grab entertainment where possible. 
 
    She pointed at me but spoke to the men.  “You have permission to beat this insolent filth.” 
 
    The men weren’t grinning, or budging.  In fact, they looked downright unhappy at the offer.  The biggest one in the middle spoke.  “We are hunters and warriors.  We have killed leopards and crocodiles with our bare hands.  Beating a wounded slave brings us no glory.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed.  “Do not be deceived by his human appearance.  He is dragon-born.  If he were not wounded, it would take Anubis himself to subdue the creature.  Even now, it will take all three of you to punish him without taking serious injury. 
 
    “Dragon-born?” one of the warriors echoed.  They stared at me like I’d just grown wings, a tail, and were blowing smoke rings out my ass. 
 
    There are times I should just shut up and not run my mouth.  Like now.  Some perverse streak in me had to love suffering because I couldn’t do it.  I said, “One of them will die trying.  The others won’t do much better.  You need more than three idiots to tame a dragon.” 
 
    “Truly?” The voice belonged to Anubis.  Arriving unseen, he stood there.   
 
    The priestess and warriors knelt to show respect.  I just lay there, wearing my sackcloth, the ceramic bowl still in one hand, that hand resting on the floor, off of my little rug.   
 
    The priestess arose.  “My Lord, this creature is quite insolent.  I merely thought to beat some manners into it.” 
 
    Anubis’ gaze swept the floor where fresh piss puddled.  “I see he’s been spilling his piss again.”  Anubis’ red stare went muddy with power.  His eyes shifted color, shining like bile-colored coins.  In that light, the piss on the floor and the priestess’ tunic pulled away, a mist in the air that became a spectral serpent of glowing pee.  The pee rippled in the air and wandered to the bowl in my hand, refilling it.   
 
    Anubis smiled.  “I think I would enjoy watching him drink his morning piss.  Every drop.” 
 
    Seldom do I despair of the impulses I let overtake me. I grinned.  “Go fuck yourself, doggie breath.” 
 
    The smile never left Anubis’ face.  Apparently, this was the answer he’d expected, maybe even hoped for.  He turned his radiant green gaze to the three warriors.  “If you would have the blessing of your god for your next hunt, pour the bowl down his throat.” 
 
    The three warriors rose from their huddled positions.  “Your will is our command, Lord Anubis.” 
 
    I stared at Anubis.  “You’ve just gotten them killed.” 
 
    “I am the god of death.  It is meaningless here.  As meaningless as your own existence has become.  The sooner you surrender hope, the less miserable you will be.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 
 
    My bravado might have seemed ridiculous to some.  But as the dog-headed bitch had said, I am dragon-born.  Even cast out by my people as an infant, that meant something. 
 
    The biggest warrior used a subtle hand-sign to tell the others to hang back.   
 
    Conserving strength, I lay on my rug, making no effort even to get to my knees, or assume a martial arts posture.  Why bother?  To hurt me, they’d have to come close.  In martial arts, it is the Way of the Snake to wait with infinite patience, letting many opportunities go by, until the perfect opening end things.  I’d wait, but I couldn’t afford much more damage.  My spine was barely half healed. 
 
    I tossed out the piss—yet again—and slammed the bowl hard enough to break it against the floor.  I plucked up the largest piece, holding it like a knife jutting down out of my fist.  The piss would endanger his balance.  The shard might cause caution. 
 
    Or induce him to rush me, to end things fast. 
 
    Which is what happened. 
 
    He slid in the pee as his raised, sandaled foot lashed at me, a short kick aimed to make me drop the ceramic shard.  Sitting up enough to wash the world away with red agony, I slashed, feeling contact. 
 
    He cursed.  I heard him stumble back, kind of hopping, sliding in piss a little more.  Zahra had helped me out far more than she knew, bless her mighty bladder. 
 
    My vision cleared.  My breathing came hard.  Just that little activity had drained me.  To cover up just how vulnerable I was, I gave them a long-practiced smile, one that made me look like a mental patient who’d just figured out how to slip out of a straight-jacket. 
 
    The big guy fell on his ass.  His back ankle was red with blood.  I’d imitated a ferret by going for a tendon.  My ceramic fang had sliced deep.  I still held it like a sound weapon, but I could feel that the material had broken in my fist.  With a writhing motion of my arm, I slung the broken ceramic pieces into Anubis’ doggy face.  He lifted a forearm and slap the shards away, not realizing at first that he’d cut himself with the swipe. 
 
    I laughed.  “Anubis, you are an idiot.  Do you think it makes you look strong that even a beggar can defy you in front of your minions?”  I looked at the remaining two warriors.  “The next one I’m going to kill without even standing up.  It is the oath of Fairy’s High King.” 
 
    I wanted to see if I was fully cut off from that place of power.  This moment would tell me.  High in the air over the temple, I heard the peal of mission bells, confirmation of my status.  I smiled at Anubis’ startled expression as his face swung up and his doggy ears perked. 
 
    “Not so absolute in your power as you thought, huh?” 
 
    The two warriors looked at each other and nodded; which I took as an agreement to rush me together.  They came in quick, one dropping to his knees to fight me at my level—smart.  The other came in along the wall, leaning against it up high where I couldn’t reach, keeping his legs away from me until he thought he could safely stomp on my head.  These guys were good.  Too good to serve Anubis. 
 
    I had little shadow magic to play with but combined with dragon and fey magic, I formed a small spell tatt, energizing it.  It was Dragon Voice.  “Kneel to me and forsake the jackal-god!”  My words echoed, booming with power.   
 
    Anubis did nothing.  The priestess knelt, but kept her teeth clenched, fighting my spell.  The Warrior already kneeling froze in place, looking puzzled, as if forgetting what he’d been about to do.  The warrior looming over me collapsed nearly on top of me, his knees just missing my head as he thumped to the rug.   
 
    I found a bronze knife on his belt and, mindful of my promise as a fey king, I borrowed the blade and stabbed him through the heart.  He gasped, sagged, and died, eyes going empty.  I shoved him, wishing I had more power.  He rolled into his fellow warrior. 
 
    I used a slit stare to glare at Anubis.  “You know I’m making you look stupid as a rock, right?” 
 
    “No more!” Anubis growled.  He gestured at me.  Bile-green light washed over me, and the knife fell from nerveless, paralyzed fingers.  I couldn’t move a muscle but I could feel the slimy sting of his power gathering me up.  Which hurt like hell. 
 
    I hate spinal injuries. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    “Honest, this was my plan all along.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    When the mystic energy thinned away, I found myself sitting on a small wooden stool, my sackcloth-covered back against a cold, stone wall, my arms stretched up and were held by manacles and chains.  I saw a brazier with a dozen hot irons poking up in the air.  On the floor, miniature tables, like bed trays, held numerous torture devices.  I recognized thumb screws, tourniquets, surgical knives, and embalming tools for removing organs should anyone need to be mummified alive.   
 
    Polished stone marbles in a ceramic bowl caught my stare.  Few people would understand their use, but the bliss of ignorance eluded me.  They were bone-breakers. What the torturer does is wrap the cloth around a limb, an arm or wrist, maybe a leg, with a stone inside, pressed snuggly against a bone.  Then the torturer slips a stick inside the cloth and takes his time winding the material into an ever-tightening knot.  That way, the stone slow-breaks the bone it’s against; an old torturer’s trick.   
 
    Almost as much fun as nailing hands to a board or popping toes with a hammer. 
 
    Anubis cleared his throat to command my attention.  He stood on the other side of a locked cell door, smiling like a bastard.  It was an ugly expression, not well practiced.  I pitied him. 
 
    He said, “The Royal Torturer will be with you soon.  Let us see how entertaining you are while he skins off your face, cuts your tendons, and breaks your bones hour after hour.”  Anubis turned away and left; he had faithful petitioners to attend to.   
 
    I would have been left alone, but another prisoner hung in chains on another wall, his feet off the floor.   
 
    I nodded at him.  “Come here often?” 
 
    Before the half-out-of-it prisoner could focus on me and disgorge some witty repartee, several clicks chorused in the air.  I looked up and saw cameras suspended in spectral green light.   This failed to irritate for the first time. 
 
    I guess I’m not lost and forgotten after all.  Makes sense that there are few places a god can go where a ghost can’t follow.  This is good, except, how long Kain will leave me here.   
 
    A bad thought struck me as one of the cameras zoomed in for close-ups.   
 
    Click-click-click! 
 
    What if he’s just going to sit back, wanting to see what I’ll do next?  I could take a helluva lot of damage before my spine is whole.  I need to proceed like I always do—like I’ve no hope at all—and just depend on myself. 
 
    I heard slapping steps approach.  The cameras turned invisible, or left, I wasn’t sure which.  A dog-headed man in white linen came into sight.  He wore a gold collar and had a key tied to his waist.  He used the key to let himself in the cage door.  He didn’t bother closing it behind him; we were chained.  No one would run for it.   
 
    He stopped in front of me, staring down.  His deep voice boomed.  “I’ve heard of you.  Too good to drink piss at Lord Anubis’ command.”  He shook his head sadly, making a clicking sound with his tongue and teeth.  I thought for a second it was a camera taking a shot.  He said, “The lack of piety these days, scandalous!  Well, before we are done, you will beg to shower in horse piss and will eat beetle-dung while you’re at it.” 
 
    I glanced at the wall where my fellow victim hung.  His eyes were closed.  He pretended to be passed out, hoping I’d take the torturer’s full attention this session.   
 
    Every man for himself?  Fine. 
 
    Still looking at the prisoner, I said, “I see your work.  I’m not impressed.  Still, I suppose you’re doing the best you can.  Have you been at this long?  Maybe you got your license off the internet?” 
 
    “Inter…net?  What kind of a net is that?” 
 
    The were-jackal strolled to the braiser and pulled on a thick leather glove.  Hand protected, he extracted an iron rod the length of a scepter, about half an inch in diameter.  He examined the red glow of the metal to see how hot the rod was, and put it back, sinking the tip in deeper. 
 
    “Don’t grow silent.  It’s fine to talk, now,” he said.  “Later, you will use all your breath screaming.  That will be all I will want to hear—the baying of your pain, such sweet music…  For now, why not tell me how I cannot break you.  Tell me you will die with dignity and I will never see tears glisten in your eyes.  Tell me to do my worst; you will never plead for mercy.” 
 
    I grinned.  “I guess they didn’t tell you who I am?” 
 
    “Once you come here, it doesn’t matter. This is a god’s domain, and by divine decree, death is the only power allowed.  Whatever you may have been in some other life is dust in the wind.” 
 
    Good song. 
 
    He said, “You are nothing now.  Just a worm about to wiggle in the flames.”  He turned back to study me with cold, dark eyes. 
 
    Guy thinks he’s a poet.  This is his Abandon-Hope-All-Ye-Who-Fucking-Enter-Here speech.   
 
    I glared cold contempt.  “When you fail to break me—and you will—Anubis will grow pissed.  He will punish you.  You might wind up hanging with us in chains of your own.  You know, I don’t have to hold out forever, just long enough to destroy you.” 
 
    I gave him my #23 vindictive smile: the one that promised I’ll-Drag-You-to-Hell-With-Me.  For some reason, the smile came rather easy to me even though I hadn’t dusted it off in a long while.  
 
    There was a soft click.   
 
    I didn’t look toward the sound.   
 
    My soon-to-be torturer let his gaze roam the cell.  His doggy brow furrowed at the distraction he couldn’t account for.  I think none of his opening strategy had progressed as expected.  The whole point of tools on the trays being displayed was to get my imagination working on how much they were going to hurt.  A true professional knows that the anticipation of torture can be as bad as the real pain.  Such anticipation softens up a target for the real thing.   
 
    But I grew up in a demon clan.  My physical training had been brutal, though never without purpose.  Growing up, there were times I felt sure the Old Man would kill me, trying to make me into a counterfeit demon. That was before I knew I was half-dragon, before the suppressed memories of my dragon mother surfaced. 
 
    Part of my training was to learn what an enemy could do to me, and the mechanics of how.  Nothing here surprised or alarmed me much.  As a child among demons, many of whom considered me the Old Man pet, a stray he’d eventually tire of, and dispose of, I was bullied, kicked around, accidentally stabbed a few times, once, even buried alive. 
 
    Good times. 
 
    They’d made me strong.  My abusers had learned my capacity for revenge.  I often invested weeks of thought so nothing could ever be traced back to me.  This sent the needed message: “Leave the runt alone or else!” 
 
    There are always those who are too stupid for caution.  A few of the demon clan wandered off, leaving no forwarding address.  Their bodies were never found. 
 
    My smile widened.   
 
    Great times. 
 
    I gave the torturer a hard stare full of death.  “Let’s go ahead and dive into the program. What are we starting with, skewers, thumbscrews, skinning knives?  Too bad this is such a dump.  If you knew anything about electricity, we could really get inventive.” 
 
    “Eh-lec-triss-e-tee?” 
 
    “Amperage versus voltage, contact points…  Oh, the fun we could have.” 
 
    “You are a madman.” 
 
    “And you are poorly informed for your trade.  How many centuries has it been since you tried out something entirely new?  It’s all been just the same old boring routine, right?  How sad for you.” 
 
    “Since we are only talking at this point, I will hear you out about this triss-i-ty of yours.” 
 
    “No point; you have no battery or lead lines.  I don’t suppose there are storm demons or elementals around here?  At the least you need electric eels in a water tank.  What’s the technology level?  Oil lamps and horses, right?  Forget it.  I can be hurt with electricity in my human form; I shouldn’t even have mentioned it.” 
 
    Hurt but not damaged.  It can only feed my strength.  I just shouldn’t seem like I want it or he’d never do it. 
 
    I looked back at the trays on the floor.  “So, where were we?” 
 
    “You have intrigued me.  I will do some research.  We will see just how out-of-date my methods are.  It is possible you have been a great help, not that it shall help you.”  The Royal Torturer strolled out of the cell, locking the door behind him.  He walked from sight, head bent toward the floor, a were-jackal in deep thought. 
 
     Well, coming up with electricity from scratch would consume time.  Even if he went to Anubis and had him hit a hardware store back on Earth.  With every passing hour, I grew stronger, healing more and more. 
 
    The prisoner on the wall lifted his head, looking lively once more.  He stared at me and spoke.  The temple magic translated his Egyptian.  “You are a fool to bait your doom.  Do you think your flesh made of stone that it will not cut and bleed?  Do you believe some strange god will traipse in here—the stronghold of Anubis—and spirit you away?”  He laughed, a broken, ragged sound.  “If so, introduce me to your god.  I can write a play and sing his praises…burn incense…and strew petals in his path.” 
 
    I thought of my reboot spell, of becoming a god of death myself, even as I summoned the Sword of Light to cleave Anubis’ skull.   
 
    Soon.  Soon.   Just let me get a little stronger. 
 
    I smiled.  “You want to know the name of my god?  Caine Deathwalker.  That clever bastard is the god of booze, and babes, and bloody vengeance.  The Mustang is his holy relic.  His evil endures forever.” 
 
    “And when will he save you?” 
 
    Despite my wrists being chained, I shrugged.  “That’s a good question.” 
 
    I wish I knew. 
 
    I heard clicks.  The ghost cameras were back. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    “Pain has many delightful textures,  
 
    meant to be enjoyed leisurely.   
 
    You’re rushing, damn it!” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    He chose the sharp-tipped eighteen-inch skewers, pulling a flat strip off the tray he dragged closer.  He set the tip for a front-to-back piercing above my ribs, punching through the latissimus dorsi muscles.  Good initial choice; lots of pain, minimal damage.  No major blood vessels so internal bleeding would be minimal.  My respect for his professionalism went up a notch. 
 
    He shoved. 
 
    The tip skidded off of my extra-tough, part-dragon skin. 
 
    “Was that supposed to happen?” I asked with an innocent tone. 
 
    “Your skin is more resilient than most.” 
 
    “I’m dragon-born.  Once I lose control, I’m going to fully change and bite your head off or bathe this place in lightning maybe.  It could all come down on your head.”  I’d added the maybe in there so it wasn’t a firm promise.  If the mission bells rang, I’d be boxed in and forced to follow through on the threat, no matter how inconvenient. 
 
    He paused to stare at me.  “A challenge indeed.” 
 
    He put a good face on his surprise, but I could smell his fear.  He knew the legendary power of dragons.  And Anubis’ power drain of my magic could not touch my dragon self.  The only reason I hadn’t changed was the spinal injury.  I wanted it healed first.  A fierce dragon is less fierce dragging around hind legs and a limp tail.  Besides, I needed a more long-term solution.  Even if the shapeshift magically healed me, which could happen, I’d still be stranded, and an even bigger target.  I needed more of an exit strategy first. 
 
    And there’s still my missing car.  Letting Anubis keep it in his grubby little paws irks my dragon’s soul. 
 
    “So,” I asked, “whatever happened with that electricity?  Found out you couldn’t do it, right?  I can tell you how to build a generator.  There are plenty of people here who can run on a treadmill.” 
 
    The Royal Torturer caught my gaze.  “Of course, I’d have to stop torturing you during that process.  I see through your ploy.  Besides, Anubis isn’t that patient.” 
 
    “So, on with the torture.  Give it hard push!” I said.     
 
    He tried, failing again.  And reached for a hammer.  Even with his were-jackal strength, it took two full-strength blows; one to reach deep muscle, one to drive the point out my back.  I’d been giving him a lot of “stick” by insulting his skill set.  I growled raggedly in my throat and hissed from the pain.  “Ahh, now you’re getting it right.” 
 
    There.  Some carrot.  Happy? 
 
    I swayed forward, as much as chains and manacles allowed, and slammed myself back into the wall, using it to hammer the point back inside my body, undoing half his work.  I gave him a sympathetic look.  “Nice try.” 
 
    He smiled.  “Too much to take?  Needed relief, huh?  I’ll give you a small break.”   
 
    Hah!  Trying to steal my victory. 
 
    He got up off his own little stool and grabbed a couple of fresh skewers.  The torturer went to the man hanging on the wall and stared at him.  “You can’t fool me.  I know you are awake, Kesi.”  The torturer grazed the man’s chest with a couple of skewer tips to get his attention. 
 
    Kesi opened his eyes.  They were dull with defeat and despair.  “We did skewers yesterday.” 
 
    “True, on the left.  But you want a set of matching holes on the right as well, correct?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what I want.  If that will please the mighty Anubis, do as you will.” 
 
    “I admire your pious spirit.  You were a fine actor before being sent here. They say your plays depicting Anubis were magnificent, that you were less than convincing only the one time he showed up to a street performance and threw you off stride.” 
 
    “I never meant any disrespect,” Kesi said.  “I just dropped a line at a point where it seemed I mocked what I believed. 
 
    “Anubis knows all.  Which explains why he did not kill you where you stood,” the torturer said. 
 
    Kesi amplified his voice.  “For which I can only praise the mighty Anubis, Lord of compassion and mercy.” 
 
    The torturer laughed.  “Hoping he’s listening?  A good gambit, except you forget; the ultimate mercy is death.  Do you want him to end your suffering with death?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t ask for so big a favor,” Kesi said.  “If he’d but release me, I could go and extol his nobility in the streets once more.” 
 
    “Bargaining for you freedom?  We’ll give Anubis a glassful of time.   If he doesn’t come by then, we’ll proceed.”  The torturer backed away, went to a tray with a scaled down hourglass on it, more like an egg timer.  He flipped the little glass.  Sand trickled from the upper chamber to the lower.   
 
    We all waited.   
 
    I considered how to have the Royal Torturer’s attention kept on Kesi.  He might object, but this is survival.  You do what you must.    
 
    The last of the sand dropped into the lower chamber.   
 
    I said, “No reprieve, except the two minutes of your time he just stole from you.  If it were me, I’d give him a reason not to hope for mercy any time soon.  Oops, sorry.  Not my place to tell you your job.  Forget I said anything.” 
 
    People never forgot what you ask them to; perversity runs deep in us all. 
 
    He ignored me, ramming a skewer into Kesi side as he’d done with me, but no hammer.  Kesi wasn’t dragon-born or were-jackal tough.  Hoping to convince the torturer he didn’t need to use another skewer, Kesi screamed like a tranny bitch.   
 
    Another skewer went in.   
 
    Kesi screamed even louder, then muttered a long string of meandering profanities. 
 
    “That’s annoying,” I said.  “Can’t you shut him up?” 
 
    “The sounds bother you?” the torturer asked.  “Are you imagining how the next skewer hammered into your side will feel?” 
 
    “No, I’m thinking of your appalling lack of inventiveness.  You could at least heat the ends of the skewers once they’re set.” 
 
    The torturer paused to consider. 
 
    Kesi looked at me with deep hate in his eyes.  “You are so helpful.” 
 
    Suck it up, bitch.  Better you than me. 
 
    Footfalls sounded.  I glanced at the door.  Anubis had returned.  Several guards were with him, and Zahra as well.  The Royal Torturer hurried to open the door but Anubis just magically waved it open and entered.  Zahra followed Anubis. The guards remained in the hall.  
 
    The jackal god stared at me, the skewer in my side, and the blood which I was sure his doggy side could scent.  Anubis frowned.  “I see injury, but I do not smell fear from this one.”  His gaze slid to Kesi on the wall.  That one reeks of it.” 
 
    My own dragon senses told me as much. 
 
    Anubis stared at the torturer.  “Perhaps you are too distracted.  Get rid of the actor and concentrate on the defiant one.” 
 
    The torturer bowed respectfully.  “By getting rid of, you mean…” 
 
    “Release him.  Suffering may have improved his oration.  I can always kill him another time.” 
 
    “At once, Lord Anubis, as you command.”   
 
    The torturer unchained Kesi, who shot me a smile of triumph as he was dragged out and handed off to a guard.  
 
    Anubis walked over to the brazier with the hot coals and irons.  He grabbed the end of an iron without using a protective leather glove.  He carried the iron to me and held the glowing tip a scant inch from my very flammable sackcloth tunic.   
 
    I’ll admit it; I stopped smiling.   
 
    He said, “You have aversion to piss.  In that it is a perfectly natural biological function, that is not healthy.  I want to help you with this problem.” 
 
    “You’re the sick fuck here,” I said.  “A god shouldn’t be so insecure of himself that he resorts to tyranny and violence to get his whims.  That’s weak-assed shit.” 
 
    The Royal Torturer paled, his mouth hanging open. Zahra stared as if I’d just given birth to kittens.  The remaining guards in the hall white-knuckled their spears, surging toward the door of the cell like they’d run me through. 
 
    Anubis stopped them with a wave of the hand.  “He is my prey, not yours.  He may not have the gift of death until I give it.”  He thrust the iron against the sackcloth, no farther, but that was enough to set the scratchy material on fire. 
 
    Anubis pulled back to watch me burn. 
 
    I met his stare with my own, letting my eyes become portals to unfathomable emptiness.  I gave him mystery instead of emotion: a fuck-you wrapped in silence, boxed in an enigma, spray-painted with oblivion, and left on the truck instead of getting delivered.   
 
    My inner dragon bared teeth in a sinister smile they couldn’t see.  That will come later.   
 
    The sackcloth burned fast, its best virtue.  Orange flames caressed my tough dragon skin, leaving no mark.  The pain across my nerve endings I suppressed, giving it to my bottomless depths of my depravity, swallowing it so it wouldn’t show either.   
 
    I think my unreadable stare freaked out Anubis.  Abruptly, he spoke.  “If you’d like, I will allow the girl to piss in a bowl and throw it on the fire.  Just says please.” 
 
    “No thank you.  Dragons like fire.” 
 
    “Perhaps you’d like some company in your misery as well?”  Anubis turned toward the Torturer.  I’m leaving the girl here.  She is allowed to comfort the prisoner when his sessions are over for the day.  Someone will need to carry his buckets of crap away and wipe his ass for him.  And her responses to his treatment will tell us if she has a future as your apprentice.” 
 
    “My apprentice?”  The torturer made the word sound like an obscenity.   
 
    He thinks she’s intended to replace him.  Anubis might, if I don’t break.  Perhaps he can’t fully trust Zahra because she started out dedicated to Bastet.  This so-called promotion would actually keep her caged while she fulfilled her duty to him. 
 
    Anubis smiled at his Royal Torturer.  “I will have a bucket sent for their use, and bedding for the child.” 
 
    I laughed at him.  “You call yourself a god and don’t even have indoor plumbing?  What have you been messing around with for the last few thousand years?  And where the hell is my Mustang, you thieving dog?” 
 
    He sidestepped to me and back-fisted me across the face.  Gods are strong.  He split my lip.  I tasted blood as my head rocked sideways.  The cell danced a moment.   
 
    I spit blood at him.  “One of these days you’ll have to try that when I’m not chained to a wall.” 
 
    He lifted his hand to strike again. 
 
    I gave him more of my fathomless stare. 
 
    He lowered his hand and walked out, leaving Zahra standing there.  At a loss for words, she stared at me. 
 
    The Royal Torturer fell trembling to his knees.  His hands caught the floor.  He gave an interesting impersonation of one of his many trays, but there was nothing on his back but endless fear.  I smelled it, a metallic tang in the air.   
 
    I tilted my head toward the torturer.  “There’s a chair there, if you’re tired, Zahra.” 
 
    She looked at the torturer and paled even more. 
 
    The torturer pulled himself together and straightened, hands on his thighs, his eyes sought me.  “You are mad.  No sane person invites the damage I must now inflict upon you.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, have you got that generator figured out yet for the electricity?” 
 
    He didn’t answer.  He stood, walked out of the cell, and locked the door behind him.  He took several steps down the hall, then stopped to speak to me.  “Enjoy your rest tonight.  Tomorrow, we begin in earnest.  I will send you some bread and beer so you can recover strength.  You will need it all, and more.”  He continued, feet clomping off into the distance. 
 
    Soon, servants brought two buckets, one to crap in, one with soapy water and a towel so Zahra could bathe.  I guess, with his heightened sense of smell, Anubis preferred his people clean.  The servants also brought Zahra a rolled-up straw mat for sleeping.  An overseeing priestess with a doggy head carried a set of keys that let her people in and out.  They had no words of comfort for Zahra.  The girl was not a true-believer, I guessed.  The servants did their work in silence, left a plate of food, and departed the cell.  The Priestess pulled the cell door shut, locking it as Zahra stood on the inside, staring out hopelessly, mere inches away. 
 
    Once the footfalls of the servants quieted out, Zahra pulled on the door.  It wasn’t locked.  I didn’t see anything that would have blocked the mechanism.   
 
    Magic?  Maybe Bastet hasn’t completely abandoned her child after all. 
 
    I smiled.  Finally, something’s going right for me. 
 
    Zahra walked closer.  “The goddess says we owe you a favor for what you did for the other me, rescuing me from the wilds and giving me to a Pride for proper care.” 
 
    And here I’ve always believed no good deed ever goes unpunished. 
 
    “Can you unlock the manacles?” I asked. 
 
    She looked at them.  Her eyes glowed a yellowy-green.  The manacles opened and my arms fell to my side.  They hurt.  My butt hurt, too.  The unpadded stools were the most effective torture device they had in here—if only they knew.  
 
    I said, “Take one of the skewers and use its point to tear the covering off the mat.  I’m going to need some kind of clothing so I won’t draw attention while getting us out of here.” 
 
    “Us?”  Her voice trembled. 
 
    “This makes you my ally.  If I leave you behind, Anubis will do terrible things to you.  You can say I’m saving you twice.  Hurry with that covering.  We need to move decisively.  I have a plan.  A horribly wonderful plan that only an insane demon lord could contemplate.”  I grinned at her back as she did what I asked.  “Wait until you see it. 
 
    I’d survived two days in Anubis’ world.  That time had allowed my spine to heal.  I doubted Anubis knew I could recover so fast.  Reabsorbing my wing struts for calcium had helped, as well as keeping what little golden dragon magic I had locked onto the injury.  Normally, dragons heal fast or die.  My blood was royal.  My dragon clan the Imperial Gold.  That made a difference as well. 
 
    Suppressed by the temple, I had an enormous disadvantage without my usual magical strength, but I’d fought demons before with only my wits and a stubborn streak of vindictive evil to sustain me.   
 
    And lurking under my skin, looking like a bruise, I still had my dormant Reboot tatt.   
 
    If I played things just right, I might just kill me a god.  Of course, that meant getting out of the temple’s suppression field, and luring Anubis into the surrounding desert.  The luring part wouldn’t be hard.  I suspected that my winning personality had already convinced Anubis that having brought me to his world could only end badly in a serpent-in-Garden-of-Eden kind of way. 
 
    My inner dragon wagged his tail gleefully, full of anticipation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    “A fashionista is not without honor 
 
    …except on his own catwalk.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    Zahra offered me the food.  The beer to wash it down never arrived, and I didn’t ask for piss though there was a bowl present, the one with the round, polished marble stones.  “I’d leave you some food,” I said, “but I’m healing, and need every calorie to deal with this situation.” 
 
    “Kalory?” 
 
    “Never mind.  Unlike your other self, you don’t have a knowledge of modern English.  We’ll fix that later. I finished the plate of leeks and fish, happy to get more than the bread that had been promised.   
 
    Zahra brought me the mat cover.  I did the only thing possible.  I tore a strip from the shorter edge to use as a belt and cut a slit in the middle for my head to poke through to form a sort of poncho-tunic.   From a distance, in the gloom, I thought it might pass as normal around here.  If not, the dogs could all go bury a bone up their asses.   
 
    Golden eyes stared at me from the back shadows of my mind.  My inner dragon said: Just tell me we’re finally leaving. 
 
    I’m working on the details now. 
 
    Work faster.  Selene and I have unfinished business. 
 
    We all do. 
 
    Hey, that’s Zahra.  I thought she went off on a mission with Colt and Julia. 
 
    This one is a temporal ghost from a dead timeline.  An extra. 
 
    Oh.  Always good to have a spare.  Why is my magic so low? 
 
    You’ve been in a form of forced coma.  I think Bastet is focused on Zahra right now, and its pushing back the suppressive energies of Anubis’ temple.  
 
    So, like a mighty dick, we’ve penetrated his secret lair? 
 
    You could say that.   
 
    I picked up the bowl of stones and handed it to Zahra.  “Here, you’ll have to carry my ammunition for me.  I have no pockets.” 
 
    “Ammun…ition?” 
 
    That’s right, that first part sounds like the name of the Sun god, Ammon-rah.   
 
    I clarified myself.  “The rocks.” 
 
    My inner dragon chanted softly: Sticks and stones can break your bones, and I’ll laugh as I kill ya! 
 
    I snatched up several of the cloths intended for tourniquets.  I’d played with a sling as a child until broken windows and a bunch of near dead demons had convinced the Old Man’s demon clan to let me live in peace.  At the moment, I’d have rather had my PX4 Storm semi-automatics.   
 
    Let me get out of the suppression field of the temple, and there’s a lot more I can do.  Damn pyramid power is a pain in the ass! 
 
    One end of a cloth I tied around my right wrist.  I held the other end and placed a stone inside, letting the cloth hang by my side.  “When I start whirling this thing around, duck.  I wouldn’t hit you on purpose but I’m out of practice.  Maybe it will all come back to me.” 
 
    “You won’t need that,” she said. 
 
    “It comforts me.” 
 
     We left the cell, moving normal.  Nothing is more suspicious than people creeping along, trying to be quiet.  We followed the hallway to another one, then another, and came to a flight of stairs.  Zahra pointed up them.  “We can get out that way.” 
 
    “Wonderful.”  I let her lead. 
 
    We climbed and passed through a kitchen.  Despite having just eaten, the smell of roasting oxen made my mouth water.  People prepared trays to carry into the Royal Court.   There were pitchers of wine, and carts on wheels designed to hold the meat spits from the great stone ovens.  One slab of ox was resting.  Preoccupied, no one paid us much attention.  We fit in fairly well, and Zahra was known to these people.   
 
    She pointed to an archway. 
 
    I nodded and pushed a cart that way.  Beside the roasted meat lay a carving knife.  People can be so helpful.  We got past everyone and entered the feasting area of the Great Hall.  The fire pit with its green, snake-like flames painted everything a sick, bile color.  The table was set but the guests had yet to arrive. 
 
    Fine by me.  I’m not in a sharing mood.  Though I wouldn’t mind upgrading my knife to a sword. 
 
    “We should leave the cart here,” Zahra said. 
 
    “Not on your life.  When I call my dragon out, he’s going to be hungry.”  I smiled at her, teasing, “Though you look like you might do with some ketchup on you, soft and crunchy.” 
 
    She frowned at me.  “Fine.  Keep the meat.” 
 
    We went down to where my rug used to be.  It had been taken away and probably burned. 
 
    Damn thieves. 
 
    I rolled my stolen cart out the great opening, into the courtyard.  There were guards.  Several of them eyed us. 
 
    I told Zahra, “Tell them the kitchen made too many oxen, and the head chef wondered if they’d like some.” 
 
    “They won’t believe it?” She whispered back in English. 
 
    “Why not?  The oxen is right here?  Don’t underestimate people’s greed.” 
 
    Zahra shrugged and lifted her voice so it carried.  She spoke Egyptian.  Since we were outside the temple, I no longer got the translation.   
 
    Note to self: let Zahra do the talking. 
 
    The guards hurried over and weren’t slow taking up the knife and sawing off choice bits.   
 
    Zahra pulled me away.   
 
    “My meat!” I whined. 
 
    My meat! My dragon howled. 
 
    Zahra said, “It will slow us down.  We’ve got to get to the town.  We can hide there.” 
 
    Hiding offered temporary safety, but nothing long term, but this wasn’t a good time and place to argue about it.  The day was lost to evening.  Overhead, a green velvet sky hung low, green stars strewn in alien constellations begged to be touched.  A small moon hung near the horizon.  It was yellow-gray jasper, pitted and cratered.  Mentally connecting lunar shadows, Americans talk about a man in the moon.  The Japanese say it’s a bunny.   
 
    I just saw shadows. 
 
    As we went, I saw a sword that had been left leaning where a guard had been.  I grabbed the weapon.  We hurried away, down several flights of stairs, and off a paved path toward an obelisk.  I should have been exhausted, but my golden dragon magic had surged up in me again.  Shadow magic seeped through my bones and muscles, all but ebonizing me as it surfaced and flowed over my skin.  “Cool, I’m a Nubian prince!” 
 
    “Keep your voice down and try not to talk.” 
 
    “Because we might be heard by travelers?” 
 
    “No, you just annoy me,” she said. 
 
    I sighed.  She’d always liked Colt more. 
 
    So do I, my dragon said. 
 
    “This would be so much easier if I had my Mustang.” 
 
    “Trying to steal a horse would have been too risky,” Zahra said. 
 
    That’s right; a horse is the only kind of Mustang she knows. 
 
    My dragon said: Caine, what’s wrong with this world.  I can feel it eating at my strength, my life.  It feels like it’s angry there’s life here at all. 
 
    We’re in a sterile reality.  It was lifeless until Anubis came here with his followers.  This world is now bonded to Anubis, a god-zone.  Selene has the Red Moon.  Osiris has the world beyond the Western Gate.  Death gods are what the Japanese call shinigami.  Most pantheons have at least one.  Some of them, like Anubis, break off in time and go solo.  A shinigami with a personal territory has a sort of unnatural battery and amplifier.  It’s hard to defeat a god or goddess in their own territory. 
 
    Is that why Anubis seems short of guards?  He doesn’t need them? 
 
    I suspected something worse.   
 
    I think he’s been hanging out here with his worshipers so long, he’s basically killed off most of them.  If we keep poking around, I expected we’re find legions of skeleton warriors somewhere, ranked and staged for invading some other god’s domain.  Maybe even Selene’s. 
 
    My inner dragon snorted his contempt.  That’s simply rude. 
 
    We reached the obelisk.  Our little road curved to pass just short of the marble needle.   
 
    Our Washington Monument would look like this—if covered with Egyptian hieroglyphics.   
 
    We went along the bend and down into a valley.  The stone road became a rutted dirt track.  I saw structures huddled ahead, a small town.  There couldn’t have been more than a few hundred people.  Oil lamps on poles lit the streets at odd intervals.  Somehow, the lights were all the same bile-green I’d come to loath.  I saw no sign of other travelers.   
 
    As we passed the back of Anubis’ temple, off to the right, I saw flooded fields. The necessary water spurted from the base of the temple itself.  At least he took half-assed care of his people, if only so they could better serve him. 
 
    I stopped.  “Zahra.” 
 
    She stopped to look at me. 
 
    I said, “If we go there, we will only bring death and destruction down on those people.  Besides, I can’t imagine we can hide there for long.” 
 
    “What else can we do?  The desert is death.  We have no way to even carry water except this stupid bowl.”  She still carried it for me. 
 
    “My power is still building, but even diminished, I have a way of defeating Anubis.  There is a ceremony I can perform, a sacrifice, that will make me invincible, and destroy Anubis’ power.  You’ll have to trust me on this.” 
 
    Before she could answer, we were surrounded by the spectral green glows of hovering cameras.  A series of clicks surrounded us.  A deep voice boomed out of the night.  “Sounds interesting.  Need some help, little dragon?”   
 
    My sword had leaped to fend off danger at the first click.  Seeing who it was, I lowered the stolen weapon.  Kain came closer, appearing to consolidate out of the darkness itself.  The ghost lights painted him in a pleasant green, glossing across his black business suit.  Every hair, every cufflink, was in place.  His immaculate appearance pissed me off as he eyed my poncho with pity. 
 
    “You took your time showing up.” I said. 
 
    “As soon as my ghosts let me know where you were, I had to nail down the extra-cosmic coordinates and fashion a stronger spirit-portal as a bridge to this dimension.  I see you’ve found a little playmate.  This one looks too young for you.” 
 
    “You know, I don’t fuck every girl I’m with, right?” 
 
    He looked doubtful but didn’t argue, changing the subject.  “So, this plan of yours…” 
 
    “I call it the Obi-wan Mind Fuck Ploy.  I intend to lure Anubis to me, strike myself down, and highjack the dead side of the Force from him, becoming a god.” 
 
    Zahra gaped at me, her mouth hanging open.  She gathered herself.  “Are you an idiot?  That’s your plan?” 
 
    I nodded.  “Elegant in its simplicity.  You can see it working, right?” 
 
    “I see—nothing.  The outcome is hidden from me by Bastet.” 
 
    Kain stared at me.  “Tell me more.” 
 
    “You get a key role.  I don’t know anyone else cold-blooded and ruthless enough to do what I need done.’ 
 
    Kain smiled.  “Oh, now you’re just flattering me.” 
 
    As the ghost cameras floated closer, the light got better.  I pulled aside the poncho I wore and pointed to a bruise on my abdomen.  “See this?” 
 
    Kain looked where I indicated.  “A rather deep bruise.” 
 
    Zahra looked as well, then let her gaze drop to the monster hanging between my legs.  She blushed and jerked her eyes away. 
 
    “Not a bruise,” I said.  “A Shadow Tatt.  Watch as I bring it to the surface.”  I concentrated and the shadow magic darkened the top layers of skin.  “I hid it in plain sight.” 
 
    He poked a finger at the pattern now that the runes, writing, and arcane symbols were clearer.  His brows arched.  “Some kind of perpetual healing spell?  What’s this part?  It feeds on universal death?  Do you even know what you play with?” 
 
     “I know.  I think this will be needed when the time comes to face the Flawless.  However, the spell’s latent qualities haven’t been triggered yet.  I need to warm the tatt with some dragon magic, then take lethal damage to at least twenty-five percent of my body for the main effects of the spell to trigger.” 
 
    “You must be me,” Kain said.  “The risk, the daring beauty of forbidden sorcery, the insane logic of it all—triumphing over death by becoming death.  It is the next step.  And to think, I thought of it.” 
 
    The fuck you did. 
 
    My dragon also complained: He’s stealing my idea. 
 
    The air filled with the throaty fart-sound of ram horns.  Bile-green ghost lights were lighting up the area all around the temple, spreading out in a search pattern. 
 
    “Something tells me they know I’ve escaped,” I said. 
 
    Kain smiled.  “Great.  You did say you needed to lure Anubis closer before setting off the spell.” 
 
    “Kain, have your ghosts take Zahra to a safe place and hide her.  Then you’ll have to keep the soldiers off us until Anubis gets here in person.” 
 
    “Easy enough.”  His gaze went to the girl.  “Zahra?  She is the one with the eyes of a seer?  A valuable resource.” 
 
    “Don’t get any ideas.  The goddess Bastet will kick your ass.” 
 
    His grin widened.  “Somethings must be risked, or a man is not a man.  You know this.” 
 
    I took the bowl of rocks from Zahra.  The ghosts with their cameras herded her away.  I watched her hide in high grass along the edge of the flooded fields, then turned my attention back to Kain.   
 
    He stared at my bowl.  “You raided the enemy camp and all you stole was a bowl of rocks?  They’re not even gem-quality.” 
 
    “Kain, shut the hell up about the rocks and tell me one thing: if I need you to cut me in half, can you do it without arguing?” 
 
    “Curious thought.  A challenge. I’m certainly ruthless enough.  I have the skill.  Yes, my friend.  You can certainly depend on me.” 
 
    I offered him my sword. 
 
    He waved it off.  “I’ll use my own, when the time comes.  I know it’s sharp enough and I need to regularly feed it blood anyway.”   
 
    There was a ghostly swirl of green mist and his broadsword dropped hilt first into his hand.  This close, I could see a fine patina of red on the metal, as if it had drunk so much blood, it would never quite be clean. 
 
    I looked up the road we’d traveled.  There were now bile-green lights and a damn thick horde of skeleton warriors—the devolved form of zombies—on the way. 
 
    “Party time,” I said. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    “Cold-blooded killers make great 
 
     friends.  I call them leverage.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bathed in crimson, I lifted my eyes.  Selene’s Red Moon hung in the alien sky.   
 
    She’s found me! 
 
    My inner dragon said: It’s the least she can do.  She is my mate.   
 
    Selene descended in a shaft of Red Moon light.  Following her down were a dozen black-iron gargoyles from the royal palace.  Their wings were open for the glide, talons ready to grasp and rend.  Their whip-like tails flailed as they bared fangs.  Red-crystal eyes blazing with homicidal intent.  How such heavy mechanisms could fly without jets or rockets boggled my mind. 
 
    Selene landed in her crimson armor and came toward me with a slow, relentless tread.   
 
    Her metal monsters continued on without her, scrambling up the dirt road toward the skeleton warriors. 
 
    Selene threw herself in my arms.  I returned the hug, letting her softness mold to me as I inhaled her sweet scent, enjoying her warmth.  Over my poncho-tunic, her hand slid down my spine, searching.  “Your wound?” 
 
    “Tender but healed.  I missed you.” 
 
    Her smile bloomed.  “I didn’t even have to drag that out of you.” 
 
    I pushed her back so I could look into her face.  “Do me a favor, will you?” 
 
    With Selene here, I had my exit strategy covered; I could proceed with my plan.  She’d hate it and might let emotion get in the way of judgment, so I couldn’t be upfront about it.  I needed to distract her for a while. 
 
    Her eyes were a haze of red, their crystal depths hidden by the incandescent passion of a goddess.  “Whatever you need, I am here for you.”   
 
    “I want you to pick up a mountain and get ready to throw it at Anubis.” 
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
    “Yes, love.  He will be coming from the ugly temple over there.  Look for a flying Mustang.  When you see him, let him have it!” 
 
    She kissed me and vanished in a swirl of tiny red star-points that glittered a moment and died. 
 
    “My Mustang!” Kain objected. 
 
    I glared at him.  “What I cannot own, no one else will!” 
 
    He glared back.  “Selfish bastard!” 
 
    “Takes one to know one.  So, ready to kill something?” 
 
    “Bring it.”  He spoke past clenched fangs.  His sword tight in his fist, he slashed the air, loosening up his swing. 
 
    I looked up the dirt path toward the obelisk and saw a massive tangle of bones with the iron gargoyles at the center of the melee.  They were shrugging off the skeleton warrior’s weapons, breaking bones, chomping them, and pissing about with utter contempt, the piss a corrosive acid.  The bones that didn’t break were softened, being dissolved. 
 
    Staring behind me, I studied the little village.  It was shut up tight.  Whatever was going on, the residents were smart enough to stay out of it all.  That suited me.  I planted my stolen sword point-first in the ground, letting go of the hilt, loosely tying the cloth sling there. 
 
    “The moment’s upon us.”  Lifting my gaze into the sky, I spotted my flying Mustang, seeing its undercarriage and the twin beams of the headlights. 
 
    My beautiful car…  Farewell, my first love.  I get to mourn you twice. 
 
    A red-crystal meteor slammed down out of the night, crushing the car on contact, pounding it to the ground, over the ridge where I couldn’t see. 
 
    I flushed the shadow tatt with golden dragon magic, activating the spell.   “Now, before Selene gets back, Kain—do it!” 
 
    His sword tip kissed my cheek.  A sting followed.  Then a soft ooze of blood.  I touched the scratch and stared at Kain.  “What the fuck?” 
 
    He grinned.  “The wound closed and is gone.  That’s fast even for a dragon.  Your spell works, even against my cursed weapon.  I wasn’t sure if this world would suppress your spell or not.” 
 
    I had to admit it was smart of him to test the magic before committing himself to something that maybe couldn’t be undone.  He blurred, but my dragon sight still followed his movements.  The blade came around, slashing. 
 
    I saw a red blaze in the sky as Selene threw lightning to earth in the area where Anubis crashed. 
 
    I closed my eyes, locking my muscles against motion, fighting my survival reflexes.   
 
    Cut in half, I flopped to the dirt. 
 
    And then I was standing, as if time had rewound a few seconds.  But there was still blood on the ground.  A lot of it.  And blood on Kain’s broadsword.  He lifted the blade to his lips and licked it off with a delighted, slurpy sound. 
 
    “That’s just wrong,” I said. 
 
    And then I screamed.  Not from the reboot.  That part had worked fine.  But celestially, my paranormal mechanics broke apart and reconfigured—and it fucking hurt.  The shinigami dimension latched onto me with immaterial tendrils of cosmic force.  Bile-green energy washed away my thoughts, blinding me from within my mind.  I felt the weight of the death world as if it were just a grain of sand adrift in my depths.   
 
    And then I smelled Fairy, as if on another world.  Grass and flowers, clean and, water, bird song, ancient forests, life at its strongest a current surging through me—at war with the concept of Death.  That part of me that was Overlord of Fairy, the fey High King, objected to joining with death, even to becoming a death god.  It rewrote the shadow spell tatt I wore.  I felt the shinigami dimension spewing me out—its power returning to Anubis, wherever he was, 
 
    Damn.  My plan failed.  We need to run for it! 
 
    The bile-green light in my head splintered, turning brassy gold, then pure gold as frequencies changed.  The savage scream of power sank back inside the black shadow of my body.   
 
    Wait.  I think I’m still a god, just not a death god any longer.  What then?  A fey god? 
 
    Kain looked at me.  “Dude, that’s freaky.  You’re like a three-dee shadow with all-yellow eyes.” 
 
    Holding cameras, balls of spectral green light floated around me, taking shots.  I didn’t blame them.  
 
    I lifted a hand and looked at it.  Blackness, but thinning to translucence where the light of my eyes touched.  I brought both hands together in a silent clap.  My hands felt nothing, going through each other like appendages of smoke; or actual shadow.  I pulled my arms apart, breaking the connection.   
 
    “Kain, get the girl for me and take her to the Red Moon.  I’ve got to help Selene with Anubis.” 
 
    He smiled.  “Anything for a friend.”   
 
    I couldn’t worry about Zahra’s double right at the moment.  Selene could take significant damage from Anubis now that I wasn’t tying up his power anymore.  And after being bitch-slapped by red lightning, Anubis would have blood in his doggy eyes.   
 
    I’d worry about what the hell I’d done to myself later as well.  I was just glad the mutation from death god to fey god seemed to have damaged the shadow tatt; it no longer worked.  It was good I had the power of a fey god against Anubis.  And bad I had no instruction manual for my new state. 
 
    Better just wing it. 
 
    I bent knees and leaped into the air.  I had a sense of myself, as if the darkened air were feeding my awareness.  That sense let me know when blades of gold sprouted from my back, and then fused at their bases, becoming multi-pronged wings of light.  They didn’t move like dragon wings.  No flapping.  Instead, the blade tips broke down into an exhaust of ionic particles, even as they reformed to keep feeding the process.   
 
    It felt like a giant tennis racket had connected and slammed me into sky.  The ghost cameras tried to keep up but fell behind as the world streaked under me.  I arced past the gargoyles as they stomped out the last bone-headed opposition. 
 
    Once past the ridge, I angled down, changing trajectory with my desire.  I’d always wondered if gods needed training in the use of their power.  Apparently not.   
 
    My inner dragon said: Convenient. 
 
    Dropping toward a fused, shattered wreck of a car, I looked for Anubis.  There was no sign of him or Selene.  The Mustang had a sort of crumpled flatness that brought shadow tears to my eyes. 
 
    My poor baby! 
 
    I landed and stood still, closing my eyes, listening to the darkness as it whispered.  I also tried to put myself in Selene’s place.  If I had just flattened Anubis, and he seemed mortal, just another piece of were-jackal roadkill, and I were a hot, redheaded, monster-making goddess, what would I do? 
 
    I’d pick up what was left of Anubis and fly him to the Red Moon for dissection and maybe gene-splicing.  I turned my eyes to the stars. And the great red-crystal orb of a moon.  I hoped she’d gotten him there, out of range of the death-world.  Restored to godhood, Anubis would be at a disadvantage away from his planet. The Red Moon was an extension of Selene, her goddess dominion where whim was law.  She could handle him there. 
 
    Just short of orbit, a web of bile-green lightning unfurled like a hanging growth of fancy lace.  In that net of power, a jewel point of crimson light flashed, slashing back in retaliation.  They were fighting in the air, where I assumed they had a balance of power.  Problem was, that balance wasn’t going to last if Anubis could bring the struggle back down to ground.   
 
    I can’t give him that kind of time.   
 
    I leaped, my golden blades of light acting like rocket thrusters.  Speed.  Pure speed.  The need burned deep inside where I was all golden storm.  I wanted to get right on Anubis before he saw me coming.   
 
    I wonder if the winds whisper to him.  Well, if he has to focus on me, Selene should be able to blind-side him, if only for a moment.  With my wings dripping a golden trail not unlike fairy dust, I’m not exactly invisible. 
 
    I thought my dragon moved fast, but this new form had me at the edge of atmosphere in record time.  And Anubis did see me coming.  The seething currents of bile-green parted, part of the lace trying to keep Selene tangled, the rest of it dropping over me like a convention of pythons.  They tried wrapping me, constricting, but my golden wings sliced like swords though the bile-green plasma.  The coils that touched my dark body passed through me without contacting my golden dragon magic core.   
 
    A neat trick however I’m doing it. 
 
    Without slowing at all, I crashed into Anubis—make that through him.  He passed through me as well.   
 
    Well, that didn’t work.  Apparently, being God of Shadows doesn’t make a huge impression.  Need a weapon. 
 
     I brought my hands together and drew out a single blade of golden light, like those bristling from my back.  I spun and braked with my wings, slowing, stalling, falling.  Belatedly, I realized that Selene’s Red Moon was much closer than it should have been. 
 
    It’s falling.  Selene couldn’t quite get Anubis to the Red Moon, so she’s getting the Red Moon to him.  She really makes insanity work for her. 
 
    I stabbed downward with my new sword, willing its golden length to extend, doubling, then tripling.  As it slashed, golden particles hazed off the edges, the sword of a fey god.   
 
    Anubis gestured and a blob of bile-green mists appeared between us.  He hardened his mist, pouring his power into the barrier.  It became a rough-edged wall. 
 
    My sword contracted as its tip froze in place, but my body kept falling toward the barrier.  I poured my will into the blade.  It widened five times and thickened as well, a sword on steroids.  It bit into the wall, bleeding yellow lightning as it went, dismantling the barrier from the inside. 
 
    Anubis glared at me, his bile-green eyes shining with rage, showing none of their natural red.  Getting shown up was knew to him.  He’d spent ages with power, but no time fighting to get it, or honing it.  The problem with entities born to divine power was the lack of experience in actual warfare using that power.  Only Gods of War have that advantage.  
 
    Making use of Anubis’ distraction, Selene hit him with a barrage of red energy, reminding me of photon torpedoes.   Unlike computer generated special effects, Selene’s charges burst apart, bristling with needles of force.  The bursts rocked Anubis and several of the red needles pierced him. 
 
    He spun away, slashing back at her with bile-green claws of light. 
 
    My golden sword shattered his wall, driving down across his back as I followed his motion, swooping in.  I caught him with a second slash.  His body had several rifts and holes that seeped bile-green mist as he lost his upper-atmosphere footing and fell toward the planet.   
 
    I chased after him, thrusting along on blazing wings. 
 
    Selene intercepted me, swooping in, grabbing my waist.  “In his own domain, we’ll lose the advantage.  We need to go to my moon.  It gives us the high ground.” 
 
    “Fine.  He won’t like being tied down to his world, forced into eternal vigilance.  He might be willing negotiate.”  
 
    And I’ll pretend to let him off easy, to catch him off guard.  Then will the legendary vengeance of Cain Deathwalker will strike. 
 
    I thought occurred to me.  “How the hell can you touch me in my shadow form?” 
 
    “You love my touch, and divine power is a reflection of will.  Therefore, I have your permission.  Come with me to the Red Moon.”  She turned me and I saw the moon filled a vast chunk of sky.  She needed to back it off or a collision would destroy both worlds. 
 
    “Fine,” I said. 
 
    And because I agreed, we were on the Red Moon’s surface, near a tangle of red thorns, surrounded by her black iron gargoyles.  They tromped off toward the great clearing that contains her mansion.  The gargoyles would return to the eaves of the roof.   
 
    Hand in hand, we strolled to the front courtyard.  Mother-of-pearl flagstones stretched to an outside flight of red marble stairs.  There were bleached bones on the steps, trespassers that hadn’t made it inside the mansion.  The types of bones varied each time I visited.  We climbed upward to the porch.  From there, the soaring, black-iron fortress loomed, crimson stained-glass windows spaced out regularly.  They were heart-shaped last time.  Now they were bloody diamonds.   
 
    The gargoyles climbed the outside of the building, heading for their perches. 
 
    The front doors opened for us on their own.  About to start forward, I noticed Selene giving me a thorough examination. 
 
    She studied my new body.  “Nice look.” 
 
    “Not too over the top?” 
 
    “Maybe a little.  Try returning to human form.” 
 
    “But I’m so awesome this way.” 
 
    Selene took my hand and pulled me forward.  “You need a penis to fuck me while we wait on Anubis to contact us.” 
 
    And just like that, the shadow sank inside flesh, joining the golden dragon magic at my core.  I seemed to have all my organs.  Normal eyes, ears, touch…  I felt between my legs.  That was back as well, maybe longer than normal. 
 
    Holy fuck! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    “I can’t help being the most 
 
    interesting thing in the universe. 
 
    It’s who I am, what I do.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    We entered the mansion’s foyer, ignoring the wide curving staircase to the second floor.  An open door to the right led to a parlor with a fireplace, wingback chairs, and a sizable wet bar.  I went in, hearing movements and smelling vampire.  Kain bent behind the bar, peering down into a minifridge.  Zahra sat on a barstool, looking over the bar at him.   
 
    “You’re sure there’s blood in here?” he asked. 
 
    “The white thing,” she said. 
 
    He pulled a porcelain decanter out and closed the refrigerator door.  Turning to the bar, he pulled the lid off and sniffed.  “God’s ruddy snails!  What is this?” 
 
    I strolled toward them, realizing Selene had gone off on business of her own, maybe to beat Anubis to the punch.  This world was a monster factory.  Selene gene-spliced incredible lifeforms here: bio-weapons.  She’d used them against Tartarus when we took down my father’s people and freed their chained goddess.  It occurred to me that if we dumped a few thousand of these on his world, Anubis might come to terms with us a hell of a lot faster. 
 
    Of course, for all I knew, she’d gone for a pedicure.  Goddesses are unpredictable. 
 
    Kain slanted me a gaze as I reached the bar and took a seat beside Zahra.  He said, “What the hell is this stuff?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “Blood.” 
 
    “No kind of blood I’ve ever considered drinking.” 
 
    “Demon blood.  It’s for making magic tattoos.  A black-market item.” 
 
    He looked startled.  “There’s a market for this?” 
 
    “In the Talon City Underground there’s a market for everything.  I have no idea what Selene wants for it in exchange.  If you’re that thirsty, you should check out her dungeons.  Who or what’s there is also luck of the draw.”  I scanned Zahra’s neck for bite marks.  “You’re all right?”   
 
    “I don’t prey on children,” Kain said.  “Against my code.  Against the law I’ve set for all vampires.  Rogues that break that law provide sport at cost to life and limb.” 
 
    There was a dazzle of crimson light on the bar top.  When the light-play faded, a blood-filled gold challis with rubies around the rim glinted at us. 
 
    I guess, Selene approves of his restraint. 
 
    Kain pushed the white decanter away and gathered in the challis. He sniffed and raised his eyebrows.  “Warm o-neg, human blood.”  He drained the challis, then hunted up a bar napkin to pat his lips dry.  “Now that hits the spot.” 
 
    Next to me, a shimmering column of stars whirled and flowed into a crimson silhouette of a woman.  A familiar shape.  The light dimmed away and Selene leaned into me, taking my arm.  “I’m back.”  She’d exchanged her armor for a red silk gown and strings of red pearls.       
 
    “What have you been doing?” I asked. 
 
    “I liked your thought about dropping off a few thousand of my hell-beasts on Anubis’ world.” 
 
    “Can’t a death god just kill them?” Kain asked. 
 
    I looked at Selene.   
 
    She laughed.  “I used demi-god ichor to strengthen them and added some flying cockroach DNA.  Almost nothing’s harder to kill than giant demi-roaches.  And they get into everything.  The food will be gone on planet by morning, then the creatures will start hunting people and were-jackals.  Anubis will be one sad puppy.  Teach him to mess with what’s mine.” 
 
    I felt her hand squeeze my ass. 
 
    I nodded.  “He’ll have to abandon the world until everything starves to death.  And then start over.” 
 
    Selene smiled wide.  “My babies will lay eggs in the depths of the world.  The eggs will last through the sterile times, and hatch when life returns.  The creatures will even feed on zombies.  And will chomp through the skeleton warriors to drain the marrow from their bones.” 
 
    “Why do you need such hellish things?” Kain asked. 
 
    “We’ll be fighting the Flawless in time,” I said.  “No weapon is to awful to unleash against them to drive them from any territory they claim.  Our hope is that a vast array of new hell-dimensions will offend their sense of perfection and drive them to some distant, unheard of space.” 
 
    “Are they truly so formidable an enemy?” Kain asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Zahra said.  “It’s why I and the other gods have gone into hiding—except for Anubis.  He has always been a problem child.” 
 
    “He’ll be less of a problem now that he knows we can attack everything he has.  Even if he moves on to a new death world, he’ll be years rebuilding.  Wait a second,” I stared at Zahra.  “You just called yourself a god.”   
 
    Zahra looked at me.  Her black eyes were lost in a yellow-green cat-eyed glow.  She grinned, baring cat fangs.  Her werekitty had decided to poke out. 
 
    “It’s Bastet,” I said, “using her avatar.” 
 
    “I certainly am.”  Zahra slid her goddess gaze over to Selene.  “Got milk?” 
 
    “Almond milk, rice milk, or cow?” Selene asked. 
 
    Zahra stared, wide-eyed.  “How do you milk an almond?  It has no teats.” 
 
    I pursed my lips in thought. “I’ve often wondered that myself.” 
 
    “Cow milk it is.” Selene waved.  A crimson dazzle of micro-stars came and went, leaving a frosty glass on the bar. 
 
    Zahra pulled it over and drank, making delighted sounds of yumminess. 
 
    “As you continue growing from strength to strength,” Kain said, “at some point, Anubis will have to leave you alone.”  He eyed me.  “Now, what happened to your plan to become a death god?  I saw the tatt.  You said you’d worked it all out; that you’d take Anubis’ power from him.” 
 
    I cleared my throat.  “I may have been too optimistic.” 
 
    “You made a mistake?”  Kain played with the challis, a non-vocal reminder to us it was empty.  Selene reached out and stilled his hands and the cup.  She withdrew her hand, and the cup brimmed with fresh, warm blood.  Kain smiled and nodded his thanks. 
 
    “I’ll take a whiskey,” I murmured in her ear. 
 
    Playing host, she went to grab a bottle from the shelf. 
 
    I cast an annoyed stare at Kain.  “It was only a minor miscalculation.” 
 
    “You fucked up.” 
 
    I glowered.  “I’m still a god—I can kill you.  Let it go.” 
 
    He smiled, oozing charm.  “Of course.  I am nothing but obliging.” 
 
    “Hah!” I said. 
 
    Not one of my better come-backs.  I must be sober. 
 
    Selene put a bottle down in front of me.  “I’d like to know what went wrong myself.  It could be useful information.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “Damn fey part of me.  Since become bonded to Fairy, I am one with its life and magic, and its goddesses I suppose.  It’s why I’ve been concerned about my dragon and Villager parts getting magically rewritten, why I wanted the reboot spell for insurance against transforming into something I might not like.” 
 
    Kain sighed.  “I could have warned you that power always leads to being a monster of one kind or another.  I had to accept the loss of my soul—until I found you again—as part of my survival.” 
 
    I don’t want to have this conversation.   
 
    I made a suggestion.  “Speaking of survival, maybe we should get back to Earth and check on our people.  See what damages we took in the battle.” 
 
    Selene frowned, her forehead threatened to crease.  “I’ve been waiting on some message, or sign, from Anubis that we can call off this war he started.” 
 
    There was a loud metal bang from the foyer. 
 
    “And there it is,” Selene said. 
 
    I pushed past her and hurried across the room, hearing everybody follow.  I left the parlor and stopped dead in my tracks.  There—bouncing on her poor abused shocks—was my stolen Mustang, wreathed in a fading mist of bile-green energy.  No longer pulverized by meteor strike, restored to pristine condition, no sign of lightning scoring remained.  The paint job looked fresh.  I suspected the entire car had been detailed. 
 
    Dazed, enraptured, I staggered to my sweet baby and ran loving hands across the hood.   
 
    Feet echoed close as Kain approached.  “My car!” 
 
    “My car,” I reminded him. 
 
    He shrugged.  “For now.” 
 
    Selene came up to us.   
 
    Behind her, Zahra trailed, sporting a milk mustache, still carrying the glass.  “You should offer some token of amends to Anubis, a sop to his pride.  Otherwise, he’ll stew in the embers of his rage until all this starts again.” 
 
    “Peace is more than he deserves,” Selene said. 
 
    “That’s certainly true,” Zahra said.  “But he’s a male and males must be managed to ensure peaceful days.” 
 
    I looked at Kain.  “See, it’s all your fault.  You give manhood a bad name.” 
 
    He looked back at me.  “Seriously?  I’m at fault for boys being boys?” 
 
    I nodded.  “Big of you to admit it.” 
 
    “I didn’t admit anything!” he said. 
 
    Gotcha!   
 
    I smiled.  “Oh, sorry for overestimating you.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed.  “Were you this mouthy before you became a god?” 
 
    “Yes,” Zahra said. 
 
    “Yes,” Selene agreed.  “But he has a redeeming feature.” 
 
    I growled at her.  “Can’t you think of anything but my monstrous cock?” 
 
    She smiled, heat in her gaze.  “Not at the moment.” 
 
    Zahra lifted her eyebrows, still speaking as Bastet.  “And I thought I was a slut.” 
 
    I said, “Gods know, it’s not that I hate recreational down time, but we have unfinished business to wrap up on Earth.” 
 
    “Which is why I haven’t yet dragged you off to my bedroom,” Selene said, “chained you to the bed, and broken out the feather duster with the dildo grip.” 
 
    “Such language!  Not in front of the child.”  I pointed at Kain instead of Zahra. 
 
    He rolled his eyes.  “Don’t think you won’t eventually suffer for making light of me.” 
 
    “If I’m your missing soul,” I pointed out, “you are abusing yourself.”  I looked at Selene.  “Please open a portal to Earth and bring the Red Centipede Rider through, along with her trusty steed.” 
 
    “Here?  In my home?” she asked.   
 
    “Fine, drop them off in Anubis’ throne room.  He can make a deal with her for pest control.  Maybe she’ll rent him her centipede for a while.” 
 
    Zahra looked thoughtful.  “Hmmm.  That could work.”  She finished the glass of milk and handed it back to Selene.  “Deliver this Rider to me.  I’ll go act as mediator and return Zahra to you later.” 
 
    So, I get two seers.  Great! 
 
    “One thing, Bastet.”  I caught her gaze.  “We want Anubis preoccupied for as long as possible.  You might accidentally let it slip that the Rider is the last virgin warrior-goddess in the universe, and that she has promised to be the fuck toy of anyone who can beat her with a sword.” 
 
    Zahra stood there, musing.  “He’s not a war god, as such, but with the right temptation dangled in front of him like candy, he might start training.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Good.  Let us know when we can take the Red Moon home.”  I crossed to Selene and turned her away from the others, guiding her toward the stairs.  “Everyone should have a red-headed goddess to call their own.”   
 
    We started up the stairs but paused a few steps later.  I looked over the railing at Kain and Bastet/Zahra.  She was there only a moment, then gone in a yellow-green splash of light that faded, leaving nothing where she’d been. 
 
    Kain lifted innocent eyes to meet my gaze. 
 
    I didn’t like his proximity to my car. “I’m going to be busy for a while.  You don’t need to sit around and wait on me if you’ve got better things to do.  We’ll meet up back in Shreveport.” 
 
    “No more hot women around here?” he asked.  “You’ve set the bar high for me.” 
 
    I said, “If you want to go and try your luck with the Rider, don’t let me stop you.  You could wind up with your own version of Selene.  And a red centipede.” 
 
    “There’s only one of me,” Selene said.  “Centipedes not included.” 
 
    I kissed her to shut her up.  I didn’t want Kain running loose in the mansion while my back was turned, light-fingered bastard. 
 
    He considered.  “My own goddess?  I can’t say the thought doesn’t have great attraction.  And I have seen this Rider.  She has much to commend her.” 
 
    “And you’d be one-upping a death god while you’re at it.  If you’re not afraid of him, of course.” 
 
    He barked a laughed.  “I am the first vampire.  I conquered death once; I can do it again.” 
 
    “Don’t forget to take pictures,” I said.  “You’ll want to immortalize the event.” 
 
    “Good idea.”  He nodded and gestured, causing a phantom wheel of spectral green energy to appear, his spirit gate.  He stepped through and vanished.  The portal closed.   
 
    Selene and I were alone.  We continued up the steps.  My hand gripped her fine ass.   
 
    She said, “Not that I’m complaining, but I thought you wanted to check on the troops.” 
 
    I do.  I will.  Just later.  Colt’s with everyone.  I imagine he’ll call if he needs us.” 
 
    “That’s certainly true.” 
 
    “Selene, about that feather duster dildo…” 
 
    “Yes, my love?” 
 
    “We won’t need it to give you a double penetration.  I’m a god now.  I ought to be able to grow a second cock, or what’s the use of having divine power?” 
 
    “You would do that for me?” 
 
    “Well, don’t expect me to sport it around all the time.  One is a lot to manage—and I only have so much blood.  We’ll save this ability for special occasions.” 
 
    “This is a special occasion?” 
 
    “The second time in my life I’ll be using a virgin cock.  I think that counts.  Besides, if I time it right, I can come twice at the same time.  As far as I know, it’s never been done.” 
 
    “So, it’s all about you?” Selene asked. 
 
    “Isn’t everything?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    “Incredibly, there are twists 
 
    of fate even I have never seen.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    Breaking the kiss, she pushed me back toward the bed.  Soft invitation became hard insistence; she had a schedule: seduction, foreplay, violent orgasms with intermittent rests, followed by more of the same.  It was a familiar pattern to us both.  She kept clothes for me on the Red Moon, so saw no reason why those on my body shouldn’t be ripped off as she all but devoured me.   
 
    She snapped my belt and tore off my pants.  I kicked my steel-toed boots off my feet.  They double-thudded to the yellow-and-lime sabretooth rug on the hardwood floor. My engorged cock thrust up into her hand like a scepter as her stare raked me.  Her other hand reached out and clawed away the dress shirt, my jacket already shed on the stairs coming here, along with her crimson dress which had melted off her delightful curves like melted butter.   
 
    The air still smelled of singed sheets and bed curtains from my last visit.  The curtain around the bed had burned away and not been replaced.  At least the golden trapeze still hung over the bed.  Solid gold with chains anchored to the high, vaulted ceiling, it invited games of excess requiring true athletic prowess.  This came from one of the lesser known pages of the Kama Sutra. 
 
    Selene’s shadow on the sidewall flickered, darkness inside a red wash of light from a couple of iron braisers on tripods.  Positioned around the huge room, they took the cold out of the air.  Her shadow had a bestial quality, revealing her dragon nature. 
 
    What is it about gods and braisers?  Splurge for the indoor heating, damn it! 
 
    Staring at my punctured side, she grew still, as if time had fallen off its tracks.  There was darkness, a swirl of shadow, in the crystal depths of her goddess eyes.   
 
    Time picked up again as if it dared not defy her long.  The hand that didn’t have a painful death-grip on my cock touched the swollen, inflamed tissues over my ribs.  Soft as a mother’s kiss, her fingertips slid back to examine the puckered exit wounds where a white-hot skewer had been hammered through my tough skin and the muscle underneath.   
 
    I don’t know if it was the hormonal changes of her becoming a mother and my child growing in her womb, or a passing mood of sentiment from her savage, often insane personality, but tears brimmed her eyes like rims of blood.  A crystal bead trickled down one cheek, then the other.   
 
    But her grip on my cock threatened to crush him. 
 
    I gasped.  “Please, don’t break that off; I’d like to keep it.  A penis makes peeing so much easier.  And you can write your name in the snow.” 
 
    “Too good to sit down like a girl?” She muttered as she eased up on my cock, letting go.  Both hands were now sliding along my side, a feathery caress.  Rather than sitting on my legs, she floated, turning me under her to see the wounds better.  She was a gene-splicer, surgeon, and a monster maker, dissecting people among other things.   
 
    I don’t understand this shock. 
 
    Reading my thought, she frowned and glowered at me.  
 
    Because it’s you, idiot!  You wear flesh that is mine to scar in the furnace heat of our passion.  No one else has the right to mark you, even if it will fade in time.  You are mine!  And besides, it was badly done, brutality for its own sake.  You don’t torture dragons with pain.  You take them to vaults where they can delight their senses in the finest of treasures, then you let them go with a penny to remember you by—an old, tarnished penny, no longer shiny.  That is how you torture a dragon. 
 
    Visualizing what she described, I winced, cut to the depths of my soul. 
 
    She rolled me onto my back and eased her naked flesh around me, taking me into her hot, wet depths.  Say what she would, the evidence of my torture had excited her.  She kissed my ribs.  “Later, I’ll want to look at that again.  There’s little chance you’ve picked up some unknown, alien infection, but I’ll want to be sure.” 
 
    “Yes Ma’am.” 
 
    “First time through, I’ll take it easy on you.  Just lay there and let me ride.  Enjoy.  Then, when you’re ready to go again, we’ll see if you can manage two cocks at the same time.  You may need much practice, but I will help you perfect this skill, I promise.” 
 
    “Kind of you.” 
 
    “It is what lovers do.” 
 
    I was her lover; my dragon was her mate.  For some reason, that irked me. 
 
    She shrugged and her full breasts bounced, taunting me, calling up my inner beast.  I reached and mauled them, loving the way they yielded to my groping.  I thumbed both nipples, feeling them swell and harden even more.  
 
    She bared teeth in pleasure, hissing.  “Oh, fuck, yesssss!”  Crimson light beamed from her eyes, washing away the shadows on the sidewall.  I felt her muscles tightening on my shaft already.   
 
    So much for our first time being mine to enjoy.  I could tell I’d be working very hard, very soon.  Her face came down to mine.  Her lips crushed mine, but she didn’t close her eyes, savoring my image.  And in the depths of those gemstone eyes, despite the power of a goddess, a flicker of darkness coiled—her inner dragon.  I had a feeling that at some point, parts of her were not going to remain human. 
 
    Golden eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind.  My inner dragon, looked out of my eyes.  I sensed an air of petulance from him.  He was still upset with Selene for sharing blood with Kain. 
 
    I sent my dragon a thought: If you’re going to ruin things for me go away. 
 
    She enjoyed me better, last time, Villager.  All you’re getting is a pity fuck. 
 
    I’ll take it.  Now, shut the fuck up and go away. 
 
    He did. 
 
    Selene forced my mouth open and her tongue invaded.  Our tongues writhed like dragons. 
 
    I reached around her and squeezed her magnificent ass as she resumed riding my cock to hell and back.  Her head fell back and all I saw were her tits.  She screamed as more convulsion shook her, tightening her internal death-grip on my cock.  Once more, it felt close to being torn off—but in a good way.   
 
    And then I exploded, a hot geyser scalding her channel. 
 
    Her scream became a dragon’s fierce roar, then she went silent, slumping forward to lie limp on top of me.  Overhead, the swinging gold of the trapeze reflected the orange of the more distant braziers.  It had a hypnotic effect on me.  I slid into a light somnolence that I knew wouldn’t last; one orgasm per bedding could never be enough for either of us. 
 
      
 
    “You broke the bed and set it on fire, again,” Selene complained, no real heat in her sultry voice.   
 
    The headboard was cracked and one of the fancy lion-footed legs had snapped.  I shrugged.  “You are forever my inspiration.”   I slid off the bed, dislodging the empty whiskey bottle.  It fell and thunked on the floor, lying there spent, much like Selene.   
 
    I drew upon my fey power, creating an illusion of chinos and a black tee.  I stepped into my steel-toed boots.  Illusions weren’t going to give actual protection for my feet.  True, they’re dragon-tough like all of me, but there is satisfaction in a well-worn pair of 5.11 tactical speed-dry boots with water-wicking and air vent panels.  For the demon lord who has to conquer the known and unknown universe, these are what I recommend. 
 
    Maybe I should see if they want to pay me for my endorsement. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Selene asked.  “That was only five times, followed by a lick and a promise.” 
 
    “Two of those times employed both of joysticks.”   
 
    Note to self: while sporting an extra cock, take care about sudden erections.  Too much blood taken out of circulation causes dizziness.  If zombie-ninja-space-clowns had broken in at the wrong moment, I’d have been in trouble. 
 
    “Sorry, Selene.  I do need to check on the troops.  The burden of responsibility.” 
 
    “You, responsible; who’d ever have thought that day would come?” 
 
    “Who, indeed?  Where is the Red Moon right now?” 
 
    “In the sky of Earth.  We’ve halfway materialized over Shreveport.”   
 
    “That ought to scare the natives.  Okay, I’m going down.  Coming with me?” 
 
    “No, I’ll linger here a bit longer.  Oh, I’ve brought us back in time to the night you were kidnapped.  Make a point of telling Kain how to get to Anubis’ death world or the vampire might not be there for backup.” 
 
     “I don’t know if I know how to tell him the coordinates so he’ll understand.” 
 
    “Just let him peek into your memories.  He’ll give your impressions of Anubis’ world to his spirit army.  One of them will find the place.  He’ll want to take pictures.  You know he’ll find you because he did find you.” 
 
    Damn temporal paradoxes.  They’ll be the death of me yet. 
 
    I paused, looking back at the artful spill of her crimson hair cross the pillows, the way the smoldering sheets wreathed her pale, dangerous curves with smoke.  Her half-closed eyes showed glutted passion, but I knew it would take little to fan the flames back into a fresh holocaust of lust. 
 
    Later.  For sure. 
 
    I heard an ominous groan and creak from under the bed.  “I wouldn’t linger too long.  The floor boards sound like they might have taken some damage.”    
 
    “A word of warning, luv.  You haven’t got a personal god-zone that can regenerate you.  Except Fairy.  You may feel like you have power to burn, but you can crash and burn.  Just because we call ourselves gods and goddesses, doesn’t mean we are free of limits.  We use such terms loosely.” 
 
    “Fine.  I’ll keep an eye on my energy expenditures.” 
 
    I shifted into my new “god” form—a core of golden light with a man-like outer wrapping of shadow—and sank through the floor, into a dark lower room.  I settled like a floating leaf and dropped through another floor, to the ground level.  I walked through a wall and reached the foyer where my Mustang waited.  I climbed in the driver’s door and settled in place, buckling up from habit.  A stray thought caused the engine to roar with power. 
 
    I can get used to this. 
 
    I drove the Mustang through the front door and part of the front wall, shifting the vehicle to be as immaterial as I was until clear of the building.  I honked up at the gargoyles.  They stared down as I drove toward the stairs.  One of them whipped his iron dick out, preparing to piss acid on my car, but I went too fast for him and he lost his chance. 
 
    I flipped him off without looking back.   
 
    It’s a game we play. 
 
    The car reached the stairs but didn’t descend.  If Anubis could fly a Mustang, I knew I could. I drove straight ahead, wheels spinning, touching nothing as we flew over the red dust of the moon and its dense patches of thorns.  The sky was dark, strewn with blue-white stars, like sparks of electric fire.  I figured the Earth was underneath, where I couldn’t see it. 
 
    I rose higher, making sure I’d clear the tangling forest of red thorn.  The Mustang went faster, causing the thorns to streak and blur.  Like a thrown spear, the car sliced the winds.  Mountains rose up, red crystal canyons, gorges, and sudden abysses choked with shadows.  I supposed I could have orbited the Red Moon until Earth came into sight but I felt an odd need to get where I wanted without a scenic detour. 
 
    Godly intuition?  Is there such a thing? 
 
    The Mustang nosed down into one of those deep, dark pockets of shadow, and became a shadow as we hit it full on.  Perfect darkness passed where even a dragon or werecat couldn’t have seen a thing, but the surrounding darkness touched my darkness and whispered to me of fault lines, stresses, mineral veins, and the deep winding gurgle of buried rivers.  It wasn’t a way of sensing familiar to me yet felt utterly natural.  I didn’t even bother turning on the headlights for whatever good they might do.   
 
    I communed with the darkness, feeling no need to breathe.  Without warning, red jungle and dusty rock formations surrounded me. My immaterial car had emerged from the underside of the Red Moon, and I had the bloated night face of Earth spread below.  The major cities of the United States were easy to see, blobs of light on the continent.  The Midwest was mostly darkness.   
 
    Taking Selene at her word—that we hung directly over Shreveport—I kept the nose of the Mustang straight down.  A fleck of light expanded as I fell, becoming two cities divided by a river.  I made a few adjustments as I got closer, angling toward Cross Lake, slowing my speed down as air pressure and wind increased.  It seemed to be late, but I saw no sign of false dawn’s gray haze to the east.   
 
    By now, I was stabbed and carried off by Anubis.  There was no danger I’d run into myself and break timelines.  I dropped down out of the sky, pulling the nose of the car up, and landed on a barren stretch of road. I willed the Mustang become solid—just another classic car.   
 
    I put away the trappings of godly power and returned to my usual look while guiding the vehicle toward the cabins.  There were no police, no crime scene tape, or reporters taking pictures.  Kain’s people had doubtless rolled minds into amnesia to eliminate witnesses and had fed the werebodies to the kraken. 
 
    Monsters do have their uses. 
 
    My inner dragon stirred in my mind, checking in.  Don’t go making him into a pet.  That will just make it harder on everyone when I have to eat him later. 
 
    Selene’s still pissed at you.  You want to get Colt to take her side?  It’s his kraken.  We need to respect that—and make sure your culinary adventure can’t be traced back to us. And remember, he can jump around in time.  Makes it harder to hide things from him. 
 
    Hmmmm.  Hadn’t thought of that. 
 
    I parked the car and headed across blood-scented dirt toward the buildings we rented.  The night was quiet except for the sound of quarreling voices from both cabins.  There appeared to be two summit meeting in progress.   
 
    I assumed Kat and Josh were back from the raid on Anubis’ camp, and were worried as hell about what had happened to me.  I decided to stop by the Pride cabin first to let them know I was back and alive. Approaching the back door, I saw a werecat and werebear on guard duty.  The lady cat was all flirty and seductive.  She seemed to have the old grizzly under her spell.  It took him too long to see and smell me coming. 
 
    Sloppy. 
 
    The werecat smiled.  “Caine!  You’re back!” 
 
    All the voices in the building went dead silent.  Feet pounded the floorboards.  The door to the porch opened and a wave of shifters came pouring out, not all of them smiling with joy.  
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     Kat ran close, then dug in her heels, braking.  She stared.  “You’re all right?  We found blood where Anubis took you.” 
 
    “I have dealt with him.” 
 
    With more to follow. 
 
    “He shouldn’t be much bother for a while.  And I stole back my car.” 
 
    Josh loomed behind Kat.  He looked grim and relieved.  “Good to have you back.  So, these werejackals won’t be hitting us again?” 
 
    “Doubtful,” I said.  “What happened when you guys went in across the lake?” 
 
    “Killed a lot of Anubis’ people, then they just retreated to a portal and gave up the fight.” 
 
    Big Tom—with a bunch of his bears and some of Shreveport’s rogue shifters—came around Joshua.  Tom looked blustery as ever, but I smelled fear underneath.  “Then there’s no need for all of you to hang around.” 
 
    I gave him my special #5 well-practiced expression of shocked dismay.  “You’re running us off without a victory parade?  I’m staggered by your ingratitude.” 
 
    Tom growled deep in his throat.  “The sooner you go, the sooner the vampires will settle down and leave us alone.” 
 
    “Your ill-considered hope is in vain,” I said.  “We had to save you.  The local vamps read that as weakness.  The New Orleans vamps know the Bossier vamps don’t have control of you, or much of anything.  A vamp war will break out if Kat’s Pride and I go.  The vamps that win will then turn on the shifter clans.  This won’t long remain a shifter territory.” 
 
     This was the moment when Tom would either let everything fly apart or rise above himself and act like a leader for the good of his people.  I wondered how he’d go. 
 
    Tom turned mean eyes on Kat.  “This is your fault.  You led the jackals here.”  His mostly human form was shaggy, with a bear’s fur.  His feet were clawed, but his head remained human.  I didn’t think it would take much for his inner bear to escape control. 
 
    I decided to draw his anger toward me. 
 
    “If you let go of your beast, I’ll kill him.  We need someone intelligent here to make decisions for your people.” 
 
    He swung toward me, his face fuzzing up, his bear snout forming.  His voice went gruff.  “Are you challenging me?”  Caught up in his animal’s rage, he’d forgot I’d beaten him once and could do so again—with my hands tied behind my back.   
 
    I used a mellow tone to answer.  “You’re going to make a fine appetizer if you keep this up.” 
 
    His hand morphed into a paw with razor-sharp claws.  He took a swipe at me, all power and no finesse.   
 
    I ducked under the blow and hopped backwards with dragon strength, landing six feet away.   
 
    He fueled himself with more than his own power; I caught the woodsy berry smell of bruin pack magic.  He drew power from all the bear shifters across the city.  Cheating.   
 
    I didn’t need to cheat, nor use divine power.  My dragon was pissed.  He needed something to kill.  I kicked off my steel-toed boots and released the illusion of clothing I’d been wearing as I thrust bloody bone from my shoulder blades, letting muscles, tendons, struts, and a circulatory system develop.  In a moment, leathery skin covered my wings and my neck and tail bones were popping, multiplying, growing longer.   
 
    Tom charged. 
 
    By the time he got to me, my dragon was out and I loomed not only over him, but everyone: tons of scaly death waiting to happen.   
 
    Tom roared, intending to freeze me like a rabbit.   
 
    It was really funny.   
 
    Tasting copper, I coughed a tangle of yellow lightning that burnt him, filling the air with the stink of singed fur.  My open jaws snapped shut.  I bit off his head, crunched it with dragon teeth, and spit it out.   
 
    Several werecats jolted in place, clearly freaked. 
 
    Tom’s head bounced off of his collapsed body and kept rolling.  One of the few spectators still composed, the werecat guard leaped playfully after it, stopping the roll with curved toes, and used a soccer kick to bring the head back to rest near the body. 
 
    The ultimate predator, I glared at all of the shifters.  My golden stare begged for the next challenger to step forward and die. 
 
    No one took me up on it. 
 
    I gave myself a massive shake out, dumping extra mass as golden-mist: veils that shimmered, but were cold and empty as they thinned away.  Back to human, wearing the same illusion of clothing as before, I kept a predatory contempt on my face.  
 
    Only Kat and Josh didn’t look away. 
 
    I said, “This city is now mine.  Joshua, Kat, I trust you to do what’s best for the shifters that live here as you settle in.  I will see that the vampires leave you alone.  Anyone who wants to can leave the city—or stay and swear allegiance to the Empire of the Red Moon.” 
 
    “Has it come to that?” Josh asked. 
 
    “It’s time for us all to leave the shadows.” I smiled. The werebears flinched.  “And a god of shadow will lead the way.” 
 
    “You’re a god now?” Kat didn’t quite roll her eyes, but it was close. 
 
    I let go of my human image, releasing my god-form: living shadow with gold eyes and blades of light for wings.  “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think I’m tired of being amazed.  It’s been a long night, and there will be a lot to do tomorrow.  We’re going to bed.”  She turned and grabbed Josh’s arm, dragging him back toward the cabin. 
 
    Cautious of me, the local shifters gathered up Big Tom and his head and stole away.  I called after them.  “Say a prayer over him for me.” 
 
    The original two guards returned to the porch steps, taking a seat.  The tabby looked at the old grizzly.  “You’re going to hang around?” 
 
    “Until you get off shift.  Then I thought we’d hit a late-night dinner.” 
 
    “Hit it, huh?” 
 
    “Uhm yeah, I mean.  I could also show you the sites of interest—such as they are in the middle of the night.” 
 
    “We’ll go prowwwwwwling.” The werecat said.  “Fish and chips?” 
 
    “Suits me fine,” Grizzly rumbled.  They were talking about more than food.   
 
    Something in the air?  Everyone’s passions are running high. 
 
    Shifting back into my usual Caine Deathwalker look, I found my boots and put them on again.  Strolling off toward the second cabin, I cast a glance over at the dock.  The kraken floated in the water, mostly submerged, staring ashore at me.  His eyes held mild interest, but he seemed too sluggish to care that something powerful was passing him by. 
 
    Too much werejackal.  Poor guy’s stuffed. 
 
    I’d read in my studies that kraken have donut shaped brains and their esophagus runs through the middle—which means that overeating can burst their brain.  I sensed he’d had a close experience with death here at the all-the-jackal-you-can-eat buffet. 
 
    I pressed on toward my own cabin.  The scent of vampire thickened; a musty, peppery parchment smell.  There seemed to be yelling going on inside, a lot of voices I didn’t know, and Kain’s gentle murmur in response.  I took my next step only to be swallowed in red-copper light.  It swirled around me and left just as fast, a flying blob of light that had rounded, rudimentary wings, swimming through the air like a manta ray.  It paused midair, curling up to look over its shoulder at me.   It’s little whip-like tail wagged once. 
 
    “Yes, yes, Lassie.  Timmy’s in the well again and needs a ladder.  I’m coming.”   
 
    Apparently, my son needed me.  No telling what the problem might be that he didn’t have the power to solve.  Maybe he just needed an adult decision. 
 
    I can do that.  I decide things all the time.  Not that people are happy about that. 
 
    I followed Lassie across the sand where many werejackals had died that day.  The dirt looked redder, that was all.  Great job of clean up, but I worried that some future vacationer might be playing out here with kids and a human femur bone or something would turn up. 
 
      I went down to the next cabin where the grandma with the shotgun stayed.  Lassie gently flapped into the side of the building and vanished.   
 
    Okay, the problem might have a geriatric angle.  Maybe the old girl had a stroke. 
 
    I went up the steps, through a screen door, onto the porch.  I supposed I could have gone-to-shadow and walked through an outside wall, but that would have been unnecessarily rude.   
 
    There was blood on the porch.  Fresh blood.  I quickened my stride.  The door into the large rental cabin stood open.  I paused, pushing it wider, my senses straining for sounds, smells, movements.   
 
    I stepped in. Light from the kitchen spilled into the living room, where a floor corner lamp created an amber glow.  On the floor, Granny lay dead, her shotgun near her hand.  She sprawled on her back.  Her four tipped cane stood beside her, keeping lonely vigil.  She still wore her baggy mom jeans and a teal green NRA tee shirt.  No pink sweater this time.   
 
    She wore a surprised expression on her face that was easy to read: What!  How the hell can I be dead?  AAPR should do something about this. 
 
    There were slashes and stab wounds all around her torso.  She’d bled—lots—but there was more blood than one body accounted for.  Her dead eyes stared at the ceiling.   
 
    I looked into the kitchen/dining room.  Craig lay on the table, on his back, where he’d fallen.  He still clenched a bloody knife in his hand.  His throat gapped, cut open, exposing muscle and severed arteries, veins, and bone.  His shirt was drenched in blood.  Craig looked very dead. 
 
    Sad.  Vivian’s going to have to start over with a new slayer trainee. 
 
    I dipped low and snatched up the shotgun.  I broke open the middle.  There were two shells inside that hadn’t been fired.  Someone had taken her out fast.  I closed the gun’s breach.  Clink! 
 
    “Dad!  In here.”  Colt’s voice came from an open door at the mouth of the lit hallway.  I hurried over.   
 
    Whatever happened here is over.  This is going to be about picking up the pieces. 
 
    I pushed open the door and went into a guest bedroom.  Lassie was nowhere to be seen.  The sixteen-year-old version of Colt sat on the edge of a queen-sized bed.  He was naked and covered with blood.  More blood splattered the bedspread behind him.  Someone was under covers, a motionless mass.  On the rug at Colt’s bare feet were his clothes.  They were bloody and torn to ribbons. 
 
    I looked straight down at the carpet near my own feet.  There was half a right arm there.  It looked human and had been roughly ripped off somebody.  There was a lot blood around it.  The wrist had a spiraling tattoo of a jungle vine with small leaves.  The pattern came halfway up the forearm. 
 
    I didn’t know the tatt, what it symbolized, what group might be known for wearing it.  I memorized the pattern for later research.  There’d be more vine-wrapped bodies if I had to kill them myself.  They’d targeted my son.   
 
    My son! 
 
    A cold knot of anger formed in my guts. 
 
    I lifted my gaze to Colt.  Something looked off with his expression: he wore a dazed, shocked look, his awareness not quite in the present.     
 
    “You’re all right?” I asked. 
 
    He gave me a small shudder to interpret.  “No.  I don’t think so.” 
 
    I looked past him at the piled-up bedding.  “Colt, is that Vivian?  Is she…” 
 
    “Dead?  No.  She’s just…sleeping, tired...strung out.  I covered her.  She’s naked and covered in blood.   It’s her blood; she fought them to protect me.  Got in my way.  They cut her up bad before I could stop them.  Cursed weapons.  Her wounds refused to close.  Being dhampyr didn’t help her.  I had to feed her my blood to heal her.”   
 
    He looked at his arm.  There was no wound or even scar, just a clean patch where blood had been licked.  He went on, determined to say it all.  “They portalled in: magic users and warriors.”  He looked down at the arm on the floor.  “They left the same way but I grabbed one of them.  The portal…closed, and that arm is all that’s left.”  He closed his eyes tight.  “Dad, I…”  There was pain in his voice.   
 
    I stepped over the arm and approached the bed.  Through the iron blood smell, I picked up Vivian’s scent and the smell of intense, messy sex.  I stopped and looked at Colt’s piled-up clothes.  My own clothes often looked like that when Selene wanted to play. 
 
    “You got lucky?” 
 
    “Vivian raped me.  A lot.  Wouldn’t stop.  Dad, is it wrong that I liked it?” 
 
    Of all the people you could have asked.  Wait, was this his first time?  Kid could be scared for life.  I better watch how I handle this.  Selene could yell at me…or cut off my balls. 
 
    I knelt by the bed and looked into his stunned face.  “Nothing here is your fault, or hers either.  You’re both victims.”   
 
    Statutory rape.  Colt is too young to consented, despite panting after her sexy ass.  And Vivian’s not at fault either.  My blood intoxicated her before I became a god.  Colt is a demigod.  His blood would have snapped her weakened inhibitions like a rotted twig.  Colt’s deflowerment is a natural side effect of the emergency treatment that saved Vivian’s life. 
 
   
  
 

 “I wanted her, dad.  But, the blood, all over her, and then she was all over me.  And all I could feel, smell, and taste was her blood.  It made me so hard.”  He gave me a wide-eyed stare.  “Dad, that can’t be right, can it?” 
 
    “Perfectly natural.  You have dragon blood from both parents.  Your dragon is going through puberty, reinforcing your responses.  Colt, just believe me.  You did nothing wrong.  I’d know; that’s my area of expertise.  Now, I’m going to see if I can have a rational conversation with Vivian.  I want you to go find the bathroom and take a long, hot shower.  Get the blood out of your head.  Both of them.”  I noticed he still sported an erection.  “Then get dressed.  You’re going to want to burn the clothes on the floor.” 
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    The door closed behind Colt’s nakedness as he went to take his shower and get unbloody.   
 
    I felt pity for him, and relief for me that my own legendary length still held the world record.  I hadn’t whipped out a tape measure for confirmation; that would have skirted deviancy and made me look insecure.  I’m better than that.  Really. 
 
    I sat on the bed and turned to look at the lump under the bloodstained covers.  “He’s gone.  You can stop hiding.” 
 
    She flipped the covers back from her face.  Blood smeared her chin and neck.  She glared at me with teary, pink-lit eyes.  “I’m not hiding.  Just…figuring things out.” 
 
    “I assume you heard what I told Colt.” 
 
    “I heard.”  She closed her eyes and let her head fall back to the bed.  “Oh, god!  I raped a child.” 
 
    “Technically, that’s true, but diminished capacity applies.  I understand you’d taken heavy damage with multiple cursed weapons, and your guts were all but hanging out.  Your dhampyr powers weren’t healing you, and Colt made you drink from him in order to survive.”  She knew all this, but I wanted to hammer home the truths of the situation.  The sooner she came to grips with this, the sooner we could all move on to fresh traumas. 
 
    “By the way, condolences on the loss of Craig.  He had potential.” 
 
    She groaned piteously.  “I’m going to have to call his mother.  She thinks he does freelance security for a big national outfit.  How do I explain this?”   
 
    I shrugged.  “Just tell her a feral liberal knifed him outside a vegan restaurant because he had a red Trump hat on.” 
 
    She thought a few seconds.  “That could work.”  Panic returned to her face.  “I need to get out of here before Colt comes back.  I don’t know what I can say to him.  How can I even look him in the eyes?  I broke his innocence.  I’m his first.  Do you know what that means?” 
 
    “He’s an incredibly lucky kid?  That you’re the one fuck he will never forget.  Once he gets past the shock of it all, he’ll come around for seconds, or thirds.  I would.  You’ll have to let him down easy if you’re not interested.” 
 
    “Interested?  That’s not even an issue.  He’s underage.  Jailbait.  His mom will kill me!” 
 
    I wasn’t so sure.  I thought of how young Colt had been pulled out by Selene, and how sixteen-year-old Colt had taken his place.  There was a possibility that Selene had known of this attack and had arranged to take advantage of it.  That would mean she was steering Colt away from long-lasting relationships, keeping herself as the dominant female influence in his life. 
 
    Dragon mothers are beyond possessive of their young. 
 
    Now that I thought about it, she treated me the same way with my harem.  As long as my human relationships stayed shallow, she didn’t mind.  She only demanded strict monogamy from my inner dragon.   
 
    Poor bastard. 
 
    Vivian kicked away the covers.  She was indeed naked and covered with dried blood.  There were no open wounds, not even scars.  Colt’s blood had completely healed her as it had fueled her blood thirst and her sex drive.  “Where are my clothes?” 
 
    “They might be mixed in with those shredded on the floor.” 
 
    “I’ll wear a blanket.”  She leaped off the bed.  “I’ll get a clean one from one of the other bedrooms.  I can go next door and get a change of clothes from my luggage.” 
 
    “Umm, no, you can’t.” 
 
    She froze.  “I can’t?” 
 
    “No.  Two reasons: one; a lot of vampires are over there with Kain.  You walk in with bloody skin, naked, it will be like you’re inviting yourself to a gangbang feeding.  They’ll mistake you for a blood whore.  Second: you and Colt need to clean up the mess here before baling.  Otherwise, this will look like a serial killing to the cops.  I want our kind to come out of the closet, but not in a way that scares folks.   
 
    “I suspect Granny has dead family in the other rooms.  Colt’s magic can dispose of fingerprints, DNA, and bodies.  You need to supervise, make sure he’s thorough.  And you need to provide fan service while you do it.  Stay naked.  Show him you’re comfortable in your skin, unashamed.  Proud.  It will go a long way to balancing his world view.  Don’t treat his first sexual experience as a shameful crime.  Also, your exposure will get him thinking dirty thoughts which means you’ll have to talk to him; get it clear that there won’t be a follow up, even as you test his restraint.” 
 
    Vivian’s eyes were bright pink stars.  “I’ll be torturing him!”   
 
    I grinned.  “Yes, you will.  But suffering is good for the soul.  When you’re done, you’ll leave him with a naked hug and eventually both of you will get back being family as his Aunt Vivian.  Whom he once accidentally fucked.”   
 
    “I don’t know if I can manage that.” 
 
    “You will because you have too.  You need to display the same comfort in your skin that the shifters have.” 
 
    “I can’t!” 
 
    “Okay, maybe provocative will do instead.  Go borrow a tee shirt from Granny.  She won’t mind.” 
 
    Vivian’s eyes dimmed.  “She’s past caring.  Nice old woman.  She invited us in for late night s’mores.  After seeing the werejackal attack earlier, she had trouble sleeping.  I think she wanted company.  Wanted to talk.” 
 
    “Sleeping won’t be a problem anymore.” 
 
    I got off the bed.  “I’ll bring you back a change of clothes.” 
 
    “Wait a second.  You were wounded and abducted, last I heard.  Are you all right?” 
 
    “Sure.  Haven’t you heard?  I’m invulnerable, the new me.” 
 
    “No one’s indestructible who has family to protect.  Our loved ones are our weaknesses but also our strength.” 
 
    “Believe it or not, I know.”  I walked past her, out into the hall.  I heard the sound of a shower still underway.   
 
    Kid’s stalling. 
 
    I turned and transformed into shadow, willing myself to rise and drift like a ghost as blades of golden light fanned from my back.  I heard Vivian’s gasp behind me as she left the room.   
 
    I didn’t look back.  I drifted out the side of the building and flew toward my cabin.  I approached the dark side of the building and stepped through the wall, into a hallway.  I ghosted to the door, poking my head through the wood, looking inside.  My and Colt’s bags sat on the bed.  Nine-year-old Colt’s stuff wasn’t going to fit his older self, but then, he could conjure up fresh clothing for himself.  Vivian couldn’t.   
 
    I withdrew and went to the next door.  I poked my head through and saw male stuff on the dresser.  Craig’s stuff.  Craig’s room.   
 
    I pulled back out and drifted down to the next door, sticking my head through it.  I saw Vivian’s stuff.  I ghosted all the way through her door and drifted around, getting shirt, jeans, and a jacket.  I carried them back to the door and walked through it, again without opening it.   
 
    I sensed a presence and turned my head.  A low-level vamp stood there in a cheap suit.  He stared, a stranger to me.  In my god-form, I bet I was even stranger to him.  I startled him so badly, his heart beat.  Though it wouldn’t show in my shadow form, I grinned.  And waved.  Nonchalant, I turned away and drifted down the hallway.  When I reached the far wall, I ghosted outside. 
 
    I returned to Granny’s rental cabin, flew through the wall and found Vivian and Colt sitting on a couch, talking—not quite looking in each other’s eyes.  They fell quiet and looked at me as I arrived.  Colt looked troubled.  “Dad?  That’s you?” 
 
    I was more disturbed than he was.   
 
    Why doesn’t he recognize my god form?  Surely, he’s seen it over the years.  Does it mean there are even more radical changes on the way? 
 
    I shed the shadow form, becoming Caine Deathwalker once more, and walked over to them.  I handed Vivian her clothes.  She’d taken my advice and wore a camo-shirt with NRA on the front, and a rifle across a valentine heart.  Vivian looked hot enough to melt the couch she sat on, spontaneous couch combustion: SCC, I wondered if it was “a thing”. 
 
    She took her stuff, looking up at me.  “Up-grade, huh?” 
 
    “The new me.  Come next door once you’re done here.”  I walked back to the first bedroom and stepped in, bending to pick up the severed arm with the vine tattoo.  I carried it by the wrist like a club, returning to the living room, crossing to the door.  I noticed Granny’s body and the bloodstains were gone.  So was Craig’s body in the dining room.  That just left the bedrooms and bath to tidy.   
 
    I let myself out, and crossed the porch, taking the stairs down to the yard.    I cut left and returned to my own cabin.  There didn’t seem to be outside guards.  Of course, Gloria and Kain by themselves were the strongest vampires in existence. They were a threat only god-class beings could tackle—and Anubis had other worries; like Selene and I coming back his way.  And all the hell-bugs infesting his world. 
 
    As I opened the screen door to my own deck, the door to the building opened.  Gloria stood there, dressed down out of her armor, wearing jeans and a black crop-top tee.  She still had her short swords strapped on, a sign she wasn’t comfortable with all the vamps here. 
 
    “Glad you could make it.” Her smile warmed me.  “I knew it would take more than Anubis to stop you.”  I crossed to her and she backed up to let me enter.  Her gaze dropped to the appendage I carried.  Her eyebrows rose, questioning.   
 
    “Let’s tell everyone at once,” I said.  “Where’s Kain?” 
 
    “Hallway,” she said.  “Branon, The Master of Bossier swears he saw an angel of death coming out of one of the rooms.  Supposedly, it went down the hall and out the side of the house.” 
 
    I lifted my eyebrows.  “Wow, imagine that.” 
 
    “Jorge St, Paul, The Master of New Orleans says it’s proof Branon is a little bitch at heart, getting his panties in a twist over nothing.  And St. Paul says he ought to have a say in who runs this territory since it’s so close to his.” 
 
    Yeah, it’s going as I’d figured. 
 
    I closed the door behind me, listening as quarreling voices returned from the hallway.  Kain led them into the living room, his eyes brightening as he saw me, a smile on his lips.  “Caine, you’re back.  What happened with Anubis?” 
 
    “I need to tell you about that in private.  I also need you do me a favor so the timeline stays intact.  For now, I have something else for your museum.”  I held up the severed arm. 
 
    Kain swept closer, peering at the severed limb.  “You brought me a late-night snack?  I’m not a shifter, dear boy, I don’t do carrion.”  A mass of vampires crowded around us, everyone taking their cues from Kain.  Several of them sniffed with disdain. 
 
    I said, “It’s a clue.  While all of you neck-biters were over here, a hit squad went for my son next door.  They had a magic-user portal them in and out, but Colt managed to grab a piece of one of them.  The family staying in the cabin were all killed, along with Vivian’s pet slayer-in-training.” 
 
    One of the vampires interrupted.  “Vivian?  That’s the hot-assed dhampyr, right?” 
 
    Kain’s mask slipped and he looked centuries older around the eyes.  A terrible darkness peered out of him—a look that would have backed off a legion of demons.  “The boy, is he hurt?” 
 
    “No. Vivian protected him, but they cut her up badly with cursed knives.  You know about those.” 
 
    He nodded, face grim.  “Is she dead?” 
 
    “Colt used his demi-god blood to heal her.  It just put her out of her head for a while.  Not everyone can handle divine blood.” 
 
    From the corner of my eyes, I saw several vamps licking lips, imagining the taste of god-blood.   
 
    I turned the arm in my hands to show him the wrist.  “Look here, this vine tattoo.  I need someone who can identify this group.  I’ll also pay a reward for an address.”   
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Kain said.  “You are marrying into my family after all.  We take care of our own.” 
 
    There were gasps of astonishment across the room. 
 
    I guess Kain hasn’t gotten around to announcing Gloria’s engagement yet.   
 
    One of vamps pointed a finger my way.  “That human is unworthy of our vampire princess.  It’s blasphemy!” 
 
    Kain’s darkness slipped from his eyes, hiding behind friendly cheerfulness.  “Jorge, you don’t like my decision?  Perhaps you are smitten with love and want Gloria for yourself?” 
 
    Jorge.  That’s the Master of New Orleans. 
 
    “I would say that I am not unworthy of such an honor,” he shot me a red-eyed stare meant to intimidate.  “What is this creature, anyway?  I’m smelling something unusual in his blood.” 
 
    I smiled, meeting his gaze, showing him he couldn’t mesmerize me.  “You want to know?” 
 
    My eagerness made him hesitate.  Then he said.  “I think we have a right to know what strange blood is entering the royal line.  After all, Gloria was born a vampire.  She can still produce children, an heir for our Lord Kain.  This matter concerns all the clans.” 
 
    Kain made a show of rubbing his chin in thought, musing.  “You might be right.  Branon, what do you think?” 
 
    The Master of Bossier cleared his throat, buying an extra second to consider his answer.  Vampire politics had a way of turning bloody on a dime.  “I believe the most important thing is what will make Princess Gloria happy.” 
 
    St. Paul snorted contempt.  “What serves the needs of all our people best is doubtless the most proper course for the princess.” 
 
    “You think you know my mind so well.”  Gloria pressed through the crowd, approaching him with a hand on the hilt of one of her swords.   
 
    St. Paul eyed her.  “I do not mean to presume.” 
 
    Gloria’s eyes narrowed.  “Oh, I think you did.” 
 
    Kain spoke with force.  “Gloria, do not kill him outside a formal challenge.  It will mean war.  If he dares challenge my decision, I or my official champion must slay him.  It is our way.”  
 
    I looked at Kain.  “Unless I’m your champion, I will challenge you for your throne.  I swear it.” 
 
    The vamps gasped in outrage. 
 
    The sound of a mission bell pealed in the sky high above the cabin. 
 
    Kane sighed and looked at Gloria.  “I’m sorry, my dear.  Caine is my champion.  The future needs us both, so it has to be this way.” 
 
    I smiled as Gloria glowered at me.   
 
    I said, “So, if I accept the challenge, and win, is it settled, or do I have to fight every vampire that comes along until the wedding?”   
 
    Kain smiled.  “Jorge is one of our strongest master vampires.  I think he should shoulder the weight of fighting for all who share his sentiment.  That way, one battle can decide it all.  I will give Gloria’s hand to the victor.” 
 
    Satisfaction shone in St. Paul’s eyes.  A huge smile stretched his lips.  In one stroke, he had the opportunity to marry into the royal family, and maybe succeed Kain himself.  He respectfully bowed to Gloria and Kain.  “That is acceptable to me.” 
 
    Kain’s voice swept the room.  “Is it agreed by all who are present?” 
 
    The vampires murmured, nodding. 
 
    “So be it!” Kain decreed.     
 
    “About this arm…,” I asked. 
 
    “Throw it on ice.  We’ll work that out later.” 
 
    “Why bother?” Jorge asked. 
 
    Branon answered.  “Because an unknown enemy is active in this territory and could target any of us after this.  That’s reason enough.” 
 
    Kain turned to give the Master of Bossier his attention.  “Well said.  Why don’t you get some of your people on this right away?” 
 
    Branon bowed, acknowledging the order. “As my lord commands. 
 
    Kain turned to me.  “As the one challenged, you have the right to name the conditions and your weapon of choice.” 
 
    “Outside, on the shoreline in ten minutes.  Swords.”  I shot Jorge a questioning glance.  “That’s all right with you?” 
 
    He bared fangs in response.  “Swords?  That suits me fine.  I was a cavalry officer during the Old West Indian campaigns.  I will take your life, and your scalp.”  
 
    I smiled back.  “You can try.” 
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    “Shadows hide so much, until they don’t.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    The kraken took no interest in our gathering.  He swam out into the lake and sank from sight. 
 
    Nap time. 
 
    Though Kain had earlier dismissed a lot of vampires, leaving the top echelon from both cities to hang around, that still left a large crowd.  Arriving together like an amoeba, they filled the yard, leaving a fifteen-foot strip of shoreline open for the duel.   
 
    Werecats from Kat’s cabin came out to see what the fuss was all about.  Kat and Josh led their Pride out onto their dock where the boat was tied.  They brought lawn chairs and an ice chest with canned sodas.  Kat scrapped together all the cash they had and went up to the vampires, asking what the odds were.  
 
    Vampires like to play elitist games with shifters, but seeing the cash in her hand, they made nice.  Money makes friends.  Always has.  I myself have the best friends money can buy. 
 
    St. Paul’s people were eager to score points with him by betting against me.   
 
    Branon’s vamps from Bossier City countered by betting on me instead.  Their boss came where I stood in the cleared strip of shoreline.  He looked me up and down.  “Just tell me you’ll put up a good fight.  You’re supposed to be what, half-demon?  The Red Moon Demon from L.A.?” 
 
    Some of St. Paul’s people were listening in, trying not to be obvious about it.  Vampire super-hearing made this rather easy.   
 
    I answered the question, knowing it would spread fast.  “Half Villager and half dragon.  I’m the one that fried Big Tom not too long ago and bit his werebear head clean off.  His people are burying him in the woods as we speak.” 
 
    “Oh, well…”  Branon grinned.  “That’s nice to hear.” 
 
    St. Paul called out in a booming voice.  “But it’s not his dragon I’m fighting.  It’s man-and-sword against vampire-and-sword.  This is not a shifter’s battle.” 
 
    I laughed.  “That’s not going to help you.”  I yelled over to Kain.  “Hey, my Mustang is parked nearby.  If I lose, you can have it.” 
 
    Kain stared at St. Paul.  “I’m sorry, but the way he loves that car—you’re pretty much dead now.  Uh, deader?  About to die some more.  I’ve never been good with preternatural grammar.” 
 
    St. Paul ground his fangs, all but gnashing.   
 
    “Roadkill,” Gloria said.  “Thar’s a good term for him.” 
 
    I noticed Colt and Vivian sneaking along the back of the crowd, going into my cabin.  I wondered how much they’d straightened out.  It also occurred to me that I’d forgotten about my new recruit.   
 
    I wonder where old gator-face is.  Might be dead.  As Colt’s man, the enemy might have lured him off and taken him out first to clear the way for their attack.  Something to look into later. 
 
    I sent a thought out into the either, touching the shores of Fairy.  I called to the land, to the wilds, and soon, a swarm of Will-o’-the-Wisps appeared in the air around me, having crossed worlds.  Basketball-size spheres of light, they floated in the air: red, pink, lavender, green, aqua, and gold, all gently pulsing.   
 
    “You guys, stay up in the air.  We’re going to have a death match here and you’re the guests of honor.” 
 
    But which I mean; you’re the lighting system for our little battle. 
 
    Many of the shifters and vamps stared at the fairy lights.  Explanations circulated.  Kain had some of his phantom cameras pop in to take pictures.   
 
    “These lights are under contract to you?” Branon asked. 
 
    I shook my head no.  “As the new High King of Fairy, they just come when I call.  If I wanted them here too, I could have summoned the Wild Hunt.” 
 
    Branon nodded sagely.  “I begin to see why Lord Kain thinks you’re worthy of joining the vampire Royal Court.” 
 
    “There are other reasons, but I don’t think Kain wants them bandied in public.” 
 
    St. Paul had one of his minions bring him an Old West saber.  He gripped the leather hilt and swished the curved blade in the air few times, getting the feel, working his arm.  “Isn’t it past time to fight?” he inquired rather loudly.  “Are your feet getting cold?” 
 
    Branon clapped me on the shoulder.  “Good luck.  My bank account is depending on you.” 
 
    I grinned.  “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    Best is me, enjoying my work.  Keeps it from getting old.  Now, for a little shock and awe. 
 
    I extended my will into the ether and pulled the Sword of Light to my hand, letting it materialize in a haze of shadow magic so it was barely discernable.   
 
    St. Paul narrowed his eyes to a thin red glow.  “You think if I can’t follow your sword, it can get through my guard?”  He laughed.  “Such a childish strategy.” 
 
    Kain yelled, “Caine, my friend, is that sword you’re hiding one of the three great Celtic treasures of Tuatha De Danann, blessed by the Goddess Dana?” 
 
    I could tell he’d phrased the question for maximum impact among his own wayward children. 
 
    I answered with mild surprise, as if I hadn’t realized the sword’s nature myself until right then.  “Why, yes.  It is the legendary Sword of Light!” 
 
    Kain continued.  “Then those who are not ancient and powerful vampires owe you their lives.  I, of course can resist magical daylight, as can many master vampires, but most of those here would turn to ashes without your thoughtful use of shadow magic.” 
 
    “I also planned to erect a shadow barrier to protect the crowd just before running St. Paul through, roasting his guts from the inside.” 
 
    As we continued to talk for our own amusement, Kain frowned.  “But, my friend, the sword is a divine relic; the power of a goddess on Earth.  Is it fair to use such a thing?  I mean, poor Jorge only has an old saber.” 
 
    “It was his choice what sword to use.  I’m not stopping him from upgrading to something else, now that he knows.” 
 
    Kain looked at the Master of New Orleans.  “Jorge, it is your decision.  If I were you, I’d use a stronger weapon, or humbly ask my opponent to pick another blade.  Death by pride is an ugly thing.  Don’t be stupid.” 
 
    St. Paul considered, turning his head to see all eyes on him.  He looked back at me.  “How do we even know your weapon is the one you say?  You could be lying.” 
 
    “You might be right, Jorge, except for one thing,” Gloria said.  “Caine is the new High King of Fairy.  If he lies, he loses his power—and the fey throne as well.  He can no longer lie.  Ask him for his Royal Oath if you want.” 
 
    “And how do we know he’s the king of anything except his dreams.  Anyone here seen him coronated?” Jorge asked. 
 
    Most of the Will-o’-the-Wisps continued to float overhead in silence, causing multicolored spots of light to sweep the ground, painting us alternating colors.  The green ball however spoke up, his mental voice loud: I was there.  I saw it. 
 
    I smiled.  “There you go.” 
 
    “Like I’d believe a ball of light!” St. Paul huffed. 
 
    I said, “As High King over Fairy, I give my word of honor that I am the true King of Fairy and hold the true Sword of Light.” 
 
    St. Paul opened his mouth to speak, but the sound of mystic mission bells echoed high overhead.  He stared upward, looking for the source, and saw the Red Moon in the sky.  “Hah!  It is a trick.  His slut of a goddess is trying to trick us with a sound effect.” 
 
    I winced, wondering if—somewhere—Selene were listening.  She preferred to be thought a lady, saving her slut side for private moments. 
 
    I saw Kain wince, too, and knew he also anticipated disaster. 
 
    There came a shimmer of red light, a swirl of micro-stars in a column between St, Paul and myself.  The light faded out and Selene’s red crystal broadsword stuck point first in the dirt.   
 
    She wants me to defend her honor with her sword.  A request from my lady.  I have no choice. 
 
    I opened my hand and sent the Sword of Light back to my L.A. armory.  Walking forward, I grabbed the hilt of Selene’s sword, looking over it at St. Paul.  “Now you’ve done it.  You had to go and piss her off.  Don’t think this helps you in anyway.  I’m just trading one goddess-blessed sword for another goddess-blessed sword.” 
 
    I pulled the sword from the sand and it grew much longer; a lot of it had materialized underground.  I stepped back into a defensive pose, both hands on the hilt.  Little rushes of red lightning danced along the blade, running to the point and back to the handguard. 
 
    “Ready to die?” I asked. 
 
    By now, I think my nature had become a lot clearer to him.  The self-doubt in his eyes told me he’d been convinced that a demon lord, dragon lord, fey king, Villager might be more than he could deal with.  His problem was, he had no way out.  Nor would I give him one.   
 
    Selene would get him if I didn’t end him cleanly.  What she’d do to him, I cringed to consider.  Use him to breed her monsters maybe, or just unravel him down to the subatomic level, preserving his consciousness throughout the agonizing process until he was the saddest little ghost ever.  And with her power, she could put him back together and do it all over again.  And again.  Until his sanity shattered. 
 
    I looked at him with pity in my stare and made a promise.  “I’ll make it quick.” 
 
    Mission bells rang out from the sky. 
 
    Jorge threw up a hand.  “Wait!”  He turned toward Kain.  “My Lord Kain, I ask a boon of you!” 
 
    Oh, a surprise! 
 
    Kain lifted his eyebrows.  “You want a favor?  I’m not going to fight the match for you.  You have offended a beautiful lady.  I simply cannot approve such an action.” 
 
    “Not that, my Lord.” 
 
    I heard Kat off to the side, wrangling with the vampires.  “Double the cash says Caine ends him under a minute.” 
 
    St. Paul offered Kain a pleading expression.  “To make it fair, loan me your cursed sword.” 
 
    In a rush, the vampires accepted Kat’s bet.  They had some confidence in him, but more in Kain’s legendary sword, whoever wielded it. 
 
    The idiots.  Don’t they know; the more powerful the sword, the more powerful the warrior has to be to use it?  There’s a reason I don’t go around handing out demon-swords to just anybody.   
 
    Kain came through the crowd of vampires.  I don’t know where he got it from, but his sword was gripped in his hand.  The vamps leaped to avoid its touch.  Kain entered the open strip, painted yellow by a passing Will-o’-the-Wisp.  He went up to St. Paul.  “Since it is you that asks, I would be honored for you to employ my weapon.”  Kain swung the sword around so he offered the blade hilt first.   
 
    St. Paul sheathed the point of his Old West saber into the ground and reached for the other sword.  His hand tightened on the black leather grip wound with a spiral of gold wire.  I could see the fine patina of red on the metal from past feedings.  Kain’s sword was as much a vampire as he was. 
 
    He plucked up the saber and returned to the sidelines.  He stood out front where he’d have an excellent view and handed the saber to Gloria who joined him. 
 
    I looked over at Kat.  “Time to close up the bets.” 
 
    She nodded, finished up, and I gave her a moment to cut across the duel zone and return to Josh and the rest of her Pride. 
 
    St. Paul faced me with his raised sword between us.  He stared at the blade, absorbed, enthralled by the power he had to sense in the weapon. There was a reason Kain had carried it twenty-thousand years. 
 
    I could have told St. Paul that he’d have done better with his saber, but I knew he wouldn’t believe me. 
 
    I looked at the red crystal sword in my hand—and new it for a knockoff.  This wasn’t Selene’s real sword, just a length of colored glass with fractures that were only obvious up close.  The red lightning playing along the length was pure illusion, generating no heat, no bite.  Since the hilt wasn’t insulated, I’d have felt some of the charge in the handle.   
 
    I doubted anyone here but me realized Selene was playing a fast one.  Not on me, of course.  She’d know I could see the truth of any weapon I held.  And now that St. Paul held Kain cursed sword, her plan became crystal clear to me.  St. Paul would die after our first—and only—exchange of blows.  I could see it all unfolding inside my head like an action movie on high speed. 
 
    I looked over at Kat.  “If he dies in the first ten seconds, give me ten percent of the prize.” 
 
    She looked mortally offended, like I’d just offered her to be guest of honor at her first gangbang.  “We’re going to need all this to set up our territory.” 
 
    “You forget that as my representative the shifter businesses will be paying you a cut of their profits to protect them from the evil vampires.”  I looked over at Branon and the other Bossier vamps.  “No offense.” 
 
    Branon smiled back.  “None taken.  We evil vampires want others to fear us.  It helps us get our way.” 
 
    Kain and Gloria both nodded. 
 
    St. Paul stared past his sword, straight at me, and surged with a scream of fury tearing from his lungs.  Kain’s cursed sword blurred, vibrating with eagerness.  I could feel it’s killing intent much stronger than St. Paul’s.  
 
    I moved in a burst of strength, faster than my vampire opponent.  To my eyes, he seemed to attack at about half normal speed.  The sword in my hands angled as I met his blade off-center, my body passing on his right side.  At that moment, I filled the red crystal sword with golden lightning while packing its fault lines with expanding shadow. 
 
    Designed to fail, my sword exploded in a blinding flash.  St. Paul smiled like a wolf, thinking he’d done this.  And then I was past him by several feet, turning to watch him die. 
 
    Red crystal shards lay at his feet.  Some had sprayed past him, leaving razor-thin cuts on his hands and face.  A few larger chunks had impaled his torso.  He bled. 
 
    Kain’s cursed sword did the rest. 
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    “It’s always easier to get what you 
 
    want when people have no choice.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    St. Paul staggered a step.  He dropped his sword.  It lay in the dirt, a sheen of crimson playing across the metal.  The red crystal shards embedded in him shot from his body as his blood geysered from the wounds.  I couldn’t see the scratches on his hands and face, but knew they were widening as more blood joined the exodus from his body.  The liquid formed a thick mist in the air, with eddies that pulled the blood to the ravenous sword. 
 
    He clutched at the holes in him as if to close them by force of will. 
 
    The will of the cursed sword proved stronger.  The misty blood sank into the parched metal, fully absorbed from the air.  The ground beside the sword stayed dry; the blade wasn’t sharing.  
 
    Running dry, St, Paul sank to his knees, fell on his face, and lay still.  A vampire can survive on low blood; not on no blood. 
 
    I walked back and kicked him over so his blind, dead eyes could stare at the uncaring night sky.  The Red Moon beamed down on him in happy triumph.   
 
    His wounds gaped.  His white flesh shriveled and wrinkled as he aged several hundred years in a rush.  His clothes caved in a little as his hair grayed, thinned, fell out, and blew away.  The orbiting Will-o’-the-Wisps washed him with one color after another, each pausing to get a good look at the dead vampire’s remains. 
 
    Not pretty. 
 
    Held breaths whooshed out amid the bystanders as the how ended. 
 
     “And so, the weaker sword wins.”  I smiled.  “Hey Kat, you should gather up these red crystals.  Maybe you can sell them on the dark web.  They lay like gemstones, dry of any trace of blood. 
 
    I dipped low and picked up Kain’s fallen sword by the hilt.  I straightened, his sword in my hand.  It vibrated once more, still hungry, thirsting for my blood.  But I had no open wounds.  A last-second coating of shadow magic across my body had turned aside the shards raining my way. 
 
    I smacked the flat of the blade with a bare hand.  “Stop that.  Behave.” 
 
    It’s killing intent went inert.  The slight thrumming sound died.   
 
    Kain and Gloria approached, arm-in-arm.   
 
    Turning, I held out Kain’s sword.  “I believe this is yours.” 
 
    Disengaging from Gloria, he took the blade from my hand and looked at it closely.  “What did you do to it?  It’s afraid.”  He stroked the sword, giving reassurance.  “There, there.  It will be all right.”  Still muttering to his sword, he walked off toward his RV.  I think we were all done here.  I followed.   
 
    Gloria walked beside me.  “You destroyed the weapon of a goddess by filling it with your own power.  I’m impressed.  You have definitely leveled-up.” 
 
    I didn’t contradict her starry-eyed adoration by mentioning I hadn’t used Selene’s real sword.  After all, I had looked magnificent.  And silence isn’t a lie. 
 
    My Will-o’-the-Wisps whooshed down and flew a tight ring around Gloria and me, their thoughts a hash in my mind, laughter mixed with thanks for showing them a good time.  I felt their hunger to return home. 
 
    “Run along,” I said.  “I release you back to your own pursuits.” 
 
    The wisps ringed me until they paled to nothing.  
 
    “One thing,” Gloria said.  “Counting, I’ll be your third official wife, including Izumi and Selene.  That should be enough for you.  I want you to give up the harem.” 
 
    I stumbled a step.  “What?  How does that even make sense?  You and I, we’re not human.  Why bind ourselves with their tired old morality?” 
 
    “It’s not about morality.  It’s politics.  I’ll be taking over Grandfather’s throne, leading the vampires in his stead.  I can’t have the supernatural world believing they can get to me through a whore in your bed.” 
 
    “Be reasonable,” I begged.  “A man has needs!” 
 
    “You think I can’t satisfy you?” 
 
    “Well, a few times, we’ve come close to finding out, but it’s never been put to the test.  We should postpone this discussion until I’ve cum in you a couple dozen times or so.” 
 
    Kain called back over his shoulder to Gloria.  “Careful, men don’t buy the cow if they can get the milk for free.” 
 
    Gloria hissed through gritted teeth.  “Words to live by, I’m sure, but are you calling me a cow?” 
 
    Kain hurried faster.  “Just a figure of speech.” 
 
    We passed Kat’s cabin and reached the area where the RV waited.  My Mustang lay close, silently pleaded with me to go wild down the roads.  I sent her a thought: Soon baby, soon. 
 
    Kain opened the door to his RV and leaped backwards a dozen feet, surprised by a coughing grunt.  Gloria ran forward, swords in hand.  I speeded past her and stopped, staring inside the open door.  An alligator looked back, bearing teeth in pain, covered with wounds.  It was Ringo.  He’d shifted, trying to use the change to heal himself—without luck. 
 
    I counted six red gashes in him at vital spots.  How he still lived amazed me—until I saw the empty tube of superglue on the carpet. 
 
    That’s one way to beat a cursed weapon. 
 
    Gloria peered over my shoulder.  “An alligator!” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said.  “Crocodiles have narrower heads and scoop-like snouts.” 
 
    “I know that,” she said.  “Tell me what it’s doing in our RV?” 
 
    “Dying.  It’s been stabbed by cursed knives, like those used on Vivian and Craig.  It’s Ringo, a shifter we met here in Shreveport.” 
 
    Kain joined us, pretending he hadn’t jumped like a wererabbit and all but pissed himself.  He came around Gloria and stared at the bloody carpet around the alligator.  “That’s going to be hard to clean.” 
 
    “Use your sword,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, you want me to end the creature’s suffering?” 
 
    “No.  We need to know whatever he can tell us about these warriors with the vine tattoos.  I meant the sword can suck up the blood from the carpeting.” 
 
    I turned to Kain.  “While I’m thinking of it, you’re going to be busy.  I’m sending you on a mission across worlds.  You’ll be jumping ahead in time as well.  Take your ghosts and bring back a lot of pictures.” 
 
    “Of what?” he asked.   
 
    “I didn’t defeat Anubis without taking damage.  While I’m here with you, my earlier self is being tortured in a dungeon.  I’ll be escaping it soon but I need you to run interference as I get away.” 
 
      “I’m supposed to drop everything to do your bidding?” 
 
    “I did settle down these rebel vampires for you.  And I know you’ll go because you did go.  Or do you intend on causing a temporal anomaly?  Those can be dangerous, you know?” 
 
    The alligator made a pained grunt, as if in agreement. 
 
    “Fine, get the gator out of my RV and we’ll call it an even trade.  Where do I go and how?” 
 
    “Anubis’ Death World.  You’ll need to summon your ghosts and have them open what you called a spirit gate.  Working with them, I can send you to the right place.”  I tapped my temple.  “I have it in here, in my memories, the feel of the dimensional energies.  I’m a god now.  God’s don’t have to know what they’re doing; they just bludgeon their will into the universe, right?” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it, not yet being a god.  Fine.”  Kain closed his eyes and his face creased as he concentrated.  The night wind worked up to a shriek, spiraling around us, deepening the cold.  My breath appeared, a white mist, mine and Gloria’s.  Kain wasn’t bothering to breathe.   
 
    Spectral green lights—many with cameras—appeared.  They closed in on Kain, circling him, as my Will-o’-the-Wisps had done to me, right before they’d shifted back to Fairy.   
 
    The light left by the flying spirits filled inward until the air around Kain shone green.  Even his skin and clothing took on that color. 
 
    I walked toward them, calling up my memories, shoving them ahead of me.  I felt the dimensional walls shiver and thin.  And then Kain’s image distorted, flattening and spiraling into a two-dimensional line, as if my thoughts had bent him around an unseen corner.  And then he and his ghosts were gone. 
 
    I knew I’d sent him to the right place because the timeline didn’t adjust, putting me elsewhere.  As a god, I’d have known.   
 
    Fucking temporal physics will give me an aneurism someday. 
 
    “Uh, Caine, this alligator isn’t looking good.  Whatever you’re going to do, you need to hurry.” 
 
    Right. 
 
    I reached into the either, using the shadow tatt that connected me to my armory, and called the Sword of Light to me.  I didn’t bother to wrap it in shadow since we were away from the other vampires, and Gloria could handle exposure to daylight or divine light.  The area lit with a warm gold glow.  I walked back to the RV, passing Gloria, and went up to the door.  I stood there a moment—then stabbed the air above the gator.  I held the radiant sword close to his back. 
 
    “It’s all right,” I said.  “Change.” 
 
    He closed bright yellow-green eyes with vertical pupils and seemed to sigh.  Scales molted off him and melted away in the light of the sword.  Pale naked flesh shone.  His long snout collapsed in on itself, and the long, log-like tail dwindled as its mass was reabsorbed and distributed, widening and lengthening him.  
 
    It took a while.  I wasn’t sure he’d make it back to human form, but he finally did.  Mostly.  Ringo’s deep-set eyes each had two eyelids, uppers and lowers.  The pupils were still vertical.  His jaw looked heavy, the bone dense.  And even closed, his mouth had visible teeth poking out.  He’d gone gator so often, and stayed in that form long enough, so these distinctive traits would forever mark his humanity, hinting at what lay beneath.  It was a risk all shifters faced, but not one they all felt to be important. 
 
    He ended everything with an awkward flop onto his back, exposing different wounds to the light.  They closed in moments, leaving no scars.  I’d been right thinking that the cursed wounds of a cursed blade could be purged by the blessed light of a divine sword. 
 
    I willed the Sword of Light back to my armory. Without the bright glow, early morning darkness rushed back in, hungry to reclaim me, and whisper secrets.   
 
    Gloria moved past us both, entering the RV, disappearing from sight.  The inside lights came on.  The windows lit up.  She came back with a blanket that she draped over Ringo. 
 
    “Thanks.”  His rough voice cracked as if his vocal cords were the last to settle down, returning to human function. 
 
    “You made a mess of our RV,” she said.   
 
    I knew this wasn’t about the mess, but an oblique request to know how he came to be hiding inside. 
 
    “They put me there, thinking I was dead.  It would be both a joke and an insult against Kain when he found my body; their way of saying: ‘No one is safe.  We can do this to anyone.’” 
 
    The grin on Gloria’s face was a savage promise.  “I’ll have to thank them for their consideration, next time I bump into them.” 
 
    “I found the superglue in a junk drawer in the kitchen.  Sorry about the blood in there,” Ringo said. 
 
    She shrugged.  “I’ll call some minions to come and detail the RV before we return it.  More crucial, who are these people with the cursed knives and the vine tatts?” 
 
    Gripping the edge of the door, I leaned in, listening closely. 
 
    “These people have recently settled over in the Kisatchie National Forest, near Emery Trail, and also down in the bayou near Layfette.  They’re clannish, a secretive tribe.  I’ve heard it said that they migrated from the Amazon, having been driven out of their territory.  They don’t show their shifter forms.  They may not even be shifters.  All that’s known is that they have strong magic and kill with leaf-shaped knives that look more like spades than anything else.” 
 
    “Why do you suppose they targeted my family?” 
 
    He widened his eyes and shook his head as if he had no idea.  Not quite a lie.  He knew something he didn’t want to say.  I could torture it out of him, but undoing all the work I’d put into saving him seemed a waste.  I had another way.  A patch of shadow formed on the back of my right hand, a well of deep black.  The shadow formed a pattern, the shadow tatt for my Dragon Voice spell.  Gloria could resist the spell, but I doubted Ringo could.  I flushed the dark patch with a sizzle of golden dragon magic to activate it.   
 
    Then I spoke, my voice deep, resonant, reverberating with unnatural force.  “Tell me why they targeted my family.” 
 
    He spoke at a fast pace, compelled to get it all out.  “The Tribe targeted Colt because he came to where they were doing business in that biker bar down the street.  First those Toms stumble in, causing trouble, then Colt arrives with a damned Liger in tow.  Colt and Joshua stood there, like death gods weighing souls, like murder about to spill over.  And the boy, he smells of divine power and dragon.  His existence is a threat to those who think they must protect every secret.” 
 
    I stared.  “So, simple paranoia?  Colt pops in while they were up to no good and they got scared that their whole operation was exposed.” 
 
    Ringo shrugged.  “Gods see deep.  I think it was a South American jaguar god that drove the Tribe out of their jungle homeland.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him.  “Why didn’t you tell me when I first asked?” 
 
    Ringo sighed.  “I was there, working security for the bikers.  They work with the Tribe so I might be considered guilty just by association.  I don’t need more trouble—at least not for a while.  But give me some time to heal up and I’ll help you hunt these fuckers.  They came waving money, wanting to buy information.  I dropped my guard.  It won’t happen again.” 
 
    I scattered the shadow on my hand, releasing the spell, and looked at Gloria.  The first faint gray wash of false-dawn hung in the eastern sky.  “I’ll take him back to my cabin so you can get some rest.”   
 
    She nodded.  “Think about what I said, Caine.  I’m serious.  I want you to get rid of your harem.” 
 
    Ringo’s head snapped up.   “Harem?  If you’re giving away hot blondes, I’ll take them off your hands.” 
 
    “The soul of generosity.”  I grabbed his arm and lent support while he scooted to the door and slid his legs out.  He managed to stand but leaned on me as we left.   
 
    “These are strong women, demanding.  You wouldn’t last a week,” I said. 
 
    “Maybe not, but what a way to go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY 
 
      
 
    “The fastest way to escape  
 
      temptation is to surrender.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    I put Ringo on the living room couch in my glorified cabin.  The vamps had been chased out, but the place still smelled of peppery parchment.  I would have offered him some of my clothing but he was several sizes too big.  I went to Craig’s room and returned with some of his things.  The dead slayer-in-training was beyond caring.  Anything important he’d left behind, Vivian could return to the man’s mother. 
 
    Ringo put the spare clothes in the floor, by the couch.  “I’ll put those on after a morning shower, if you don’t mind.”  
 
    I got Ringo an extra blanket, one not covered in his own blood, and a pillow.  “I’ll let Vivian know you’re under the roof  
 
    Though with her dhampyr senses, she ought to already know. 
 
    I added, “Don’t piss her off; she’s been through a lot and no one will say anything if she kills you.” 
 
    He nodded once.  “Got it.  Anything else?” 
 
    I nodded.  “There’s a severed arm in the freezer.  If you get hungry, don’t eat it.  I need it for something.  If there’s no other food in the fridge, order out.  I’ll pay for it.” 
 
    He nodded again.  “Got it.  Maybe I’ll just crash and go out for pancakes in the morning.” He adjusted the pillow under his head, settling more comfortably, and covered up with the blanket.   
 
    “Probably best.”  I killed the lights and made sure the doors were locked, then headed down the hall toward my own room.  I went in, expecting to see Colt.  His bag was gone.  Nine-year-old Colt had been delighted to share a room with his dad.  Apparently, sixteen-year-old Colt thought that was kid stuff.  He’d grabbed his things, opting for more privacy.  I understood but worried; he’d been so shaken earlier. 
 
    Returning to the hall, I knocked on the door across from mine.  No answer.  I stuck my head in and saw Colt’s bag, plus half a pizza peeking out of an open cardboard box.  There were a couple of two-liter sodas on the dresser, but no Colt.  I hadn’t seen him in Craig’s room.  That left the bathroom or Vivian’s room.   
 
    Despite earlier traumas, protests, and guilty recriminations, I wondered how likely it was I’d find them together, engaged in carnal acts of a wanton nature.  On one hand, I wanted to applaud Colt’s initiative and his manly conquests.  On the other hand, I saw complications arising that spelled heavy melodrama ahead.   
 
    As a father, I felt torn. 
 
    What to do, what to do…? 
 
    Golden eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind.  My inner dragon stared at me. His thoughts poured in over a smirk.  Don’t blame the girl.  Once you’ve gone dragon, you’re forever on the wagon.  A dragon snack and you can’t go back.  A dragon a day keeps the… 
 
    Shut the fuck up and go back to sleep. 
 
    Try to help someone…  He humped at me and closed his eyes.   
 
    Colt, I could understand.  He was a teenager with an inner dragon going through puberty.  Hormones human and dragon were involved.  Bouts of insane self-indulgence were to be expected.  But Vivian was a mature woman with a grip on propriety—though her lack of judgment showed that she’d slept with me of all people.  And then I remembered feeding her my new godly blood. 
 
    Damn!  Could I have addicted her?  Is there even a support group for people hooked on divine blood? 
 
    I had a sudden mental image of Vivian riding Colt like a bitch in heat, stabbing him with a stake at the height of ecstasy so she could lick the wound. 
 
    Decision crystallized. I formed a two-prong plan.  First; confirm what I suspected.  If they were in her room playing cards, and I burst in with accusations, I’d look stupid.  That had to be avoided at all costs.  Word could get around.  Second; if they were doing what I thought, there was only one thing to do: hand the whole mess off to Selene. 
 
    I activated my Demon Wings tattoo and strolled down the hall to the outside of her room.  Drawing a deep breath, I processed the air with my dragon-nose.  I also listened.  As quiet as they might try to be, my more-than-human senses would pry out the truth while I hid behind magic.  I smelled hot, sweaty sex.  I heard groans and gasps, and the slap of flesh against flesh. It had to be early in the fuck; a demigod-dragon and a dhampyr were bound to break furniture once they got going.  I knew this from my own experiences with both Vivian and Selene. 
 
    Like a shadow, I slipped away, going back to my room.  I went in and closed the door, dropping my magic spell.  I looked up toward the Red Moon I couldn’t see, extending my sense through the building, a different kind of stretch for my new power. 
 
    Without leaving the room, I felt as if I were flying into the dawn sky.  This felt like my bi-location spell but in this case, the edges of my vision weren’t blurred.  I saw clearly in all directions. 
 
    I can’t help it—I have to love myself even more. 
 
    My mind flew at the speed of thought, taking me through the Red Moon itself, to Selene’s mansion.   I ghosted through her dungeons: torture rooms, holding pens for exotic lifeforms, dissection tables, and reached the ground floor.  Still ascending, I sought out our master bedroom.   
 
    I found her there, naked, posed before a full-length mirror, looking over her shoulder at her ass.  She turned to face the mirror and passed a palm over her stomach, feeling for a baby-bump that still had to be months away.   
 
    Unless there’s something about goddesses giving birth I don’t know.  Wait!  I don’t know anything about that at all. 
 
    I pushed a thought at her.  Selene. 
 
    She hopped through a turn, staring.  Caine!  Don’t do that.  You scared me.  From her flaming checks, it was embarrassment she felt, not fear.   
 
    I smiled to myself, then wiped it away in case she had some special way of seeing my mental projection. 
 
    I need your help with Colt. 
 
    There was a crimson wash of blinding power.  I couldn’t see her or the room for a long moment.  When the light passed, I was back inside my body, with no split awareness.  I stood in my room with Selene in front of me.  She wore a sheer, red-lace lingerie slip with thong panties, all of it gauzy and immodest.   
 
    I leered approval. 
 
    “You still find me attractive, don’t you?  You’re not growing bored?” 
 
    “Who could be bored with you?  You add insane to sexy like no one else.” 
 
    “But you’re taking another wife, and for her, you’re giving up all your sluts.” 
 
    “I haven’t agreed to that at all!” 
 
    “You forget, I live outside linear time.  I know you will.  You’ll have to struggle with the decision awhile since your penis is involved, but in the end—” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear this.  It’s Colt’s sexual conquests we need to deal with, not mine.” 
 
    “Oh, that!  He’s following in his father’s footsteps.  His dragon is maturing.  Wild rutting is to be expected.  As long as he doesn’t get too attached, it’s not a problem.” 
 
    “Vivian’s got a lot to commend her.  Colt could get attached easily.  It’s his first real love.” 
 
    Selene gave me a rather scary smile.  “It won’t be a problem.  Again, I live outside linear time.  I know.” 
 
    “What do you know?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you.  Bad things sometimes need to happen for the greater good.” 
 
    I felt ice creep over my heart.  “Nineteen-year-old Colt hates my guts.  He says I let someone he cares for die.  Someone I should have been able to save.  Am I taking the heat for your machinations?  In the future, will Vivian die on the Dragon World?”  
 
    Selene suppressed her smile, staring at me with enigmatic, red-crystal eyes.  “Define die.” 
 
    “That’s why you don’t care if his first crush is Vivian.  She won’t be around long enough to take Colt away from you.” 
 
    “A good mother plans ahead for her child.” 
 
    “So, Vivian will die.  And knowing you, you’re going to say I have to let her.  That the future needs her sacrifice.” 
 
    “It does.  I’m not lying.  Just as certain events shaped who you are and who you will be, the same is true of Colt.  For him to fully embrace hate, he needs this.  Altruism takes you only so far.  In the coming war with the Unzar, the flawless enemy, he needs a dragon’s rage in his belly.  That’s why you have to bear up under his anger, and let things happen. The future is born of past traumas.  It can’t be helped.” 
 
    I’d be more convinced if it wasn’t an insane goddess telling me this. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes.  “I notice that in all your scheming, you somehow remain free of any blame from Colt.” 
 
    “Of course.  He needs his mother.  I can’t have childish temper weakening our bond.  He needs to be able to respect one of us, and you, well, do I have to say it?” 
 
    “I fully understand, but I think I hate you a little anyway.” 
 
    Even as I said it, I knew it could set her off, and I might have to fight for my godly life.  For once, I didn’t care. 
 
    She closed the distance between us, a sultry smile on her face, and shed her lingerie slip.  It fluttered to the carpet. Her bare breasts thrust toward me, emissaries of peace.  “If you need to get it out of your system, we can have a hate fuck.” 
 
    I shook a finger in her face.  “Don’t think I can’t see through such an obvious manipulation—but, just this once, I’m going to let you get away with it.”   
 
    I dropped my hand to where she couldn’t see, her view obstructed by her tits.  The back of my hand slid inside her panties.  Curling my fingers, I gripped the sheer material and gave it a savage jerk.  The side ties ripped.  Her thong came away in my hand, leaving her fully exposed, and grabbing my shoulders for support as she was jerked into the air by the violence of my pull.  She landed back on her feet, leaning against me.  From her expression, I’d surprised her again. 
 
    Nope.  She lives outside linear time, remember?  For her, this is all right on schedule. 
 
    I brushed away distracting thoughts.   
 
    “Still think a hate fuck is fine?” I asked. 
 
     “It will be.”  Her smile taunted.  “Hit me with your best shot!” 
 
    Putting my hands on her hips, I picked her up and turned us toward the bed.  I slammed her so she bounced twice on the mattress.  A squeal escaped her.  “Don’t think I’m going to let you enjoy this,” I said. 
 
    She half-lidded her eyes, dimming their red crystal glow, and a lamp on the nightstand turned itself on.  Feigning shyness, she looked aside, using a cupped hand to hide her vagina, and a forearm to shield her breasts.  “Y-you’re going to force yourself on a pure, innocent girl?” 
 
    “I surely am.”  I dropped the glamour of clothing I’d been wearing and, one at a time, toed out of my loose-tied boots.  This was a hate fuck all right but my cock didn’t care.  Tenderness and love could play another day.  This was just about rough sex with everything else striped away—a kind of cleansing of the palette. 
 
    I crawled onto the foot of the bed. Walking on my fists and knees, her legs inside mine, I moved above her like a stalking beast.  With my face just above hers, I settled my weight onto her body, knowing her dragon-born strength wouldn’t have a problem, unfortunately.   
 
    Still she looked aside.  “Please, don’t hurt me!  I’ll do whatever you want.” 
 
    I glared, my anger a flame in my guts.  “Yes, you will.”  I felt the strangest premonition that this act of lust would be the best sex I’d ever had.  And that just made me madder. 
 
    I took the thong I still gripped and held it up, unfurling the torn material.  “Look at me!” 
 
    She flinched, the cute little bitch, putting her heart into the role.  Her face turned toward me, eyes open wide.  Her irises were red pools deep enough to drown a man’s soul.  I placed the gauzy red material over her eyes and used the ties to bind it as an improvised mask.   
 
    “There, now you can see the color of blood wherever you look.”  I said this like it was a bad thing.  The point of the thong underwear pointed to the top of her head.  I didn’t want anything getting in the way of her mouth, which needed to service me. 
 
    I climbed further up her body and sat on her tits.  My engorged cock rose like a god in front of her veiled eyes.  I leaned forward, lifting my ass to get my cock alongside her pale face.  I wagged myself, bitching-slapping her with the head of my cock.  The smack on her cheek sounded loud.  I meant it too.  This wasn’t about holding back.  I continued to smack her face, using the hits to punctuate my words. 
 
    “Tell me you’re my slut.” 
 
    “I-I’m your…slut.”  Her trembling voice caressed, a bare whisper, as if true fear smothered her. 
 
    Good acting.  
 
    Smack!  “Tell me you’re my fuck toy.” 
 
    Her voice came out stronger.   “I’m your fuck toy!” 
 
    Smack!   
 
    “Now beg to suck my cock, bitch!”  I swung him over and brought him down to her lips, rubbing them as she spoke. 
 
    “I…I want to suck your cock.” 
 
    I shoved it in, the rest of me hanging over her head and the pillow.  My head bumped the headboard.  The tip of my cock bumped the back of her throat.  I felt her muscles swallowing to help me bend down her throat.  The angle was awkward.  It would have worked better with her head hanging off the end of the bed, me standing over her. 
 
    Fuck it.  Why not. 
 
    I pulled out, shifted to her side, and dragged her around, repositioning her like some soulless hooker.  I went to the foot of the bed.  Standing, I inserted once more, watching her throat swell as my erection choked off her air.  I gripped her tits, pinching her nipples, tugging hard as I moved my hips, fucking her face. 
 
    “You like that, don’t you bitch?  I can tell.” 
 
    Pretense aside, I thought it true.  She had enough power to blast the whole state into a deep crater if she wanted.  All the women I fucked were strong.  I liked not being able to break them.  Usually. 
 
    She did a good a job on my cock; I felt my first eruption approaching.   
 
    Pulling out of her mouth, retreating, I grabbed her by the hair and pulled her into a sitting position.  I dragged her on the bed and positioned her on hands and knees, facing the headboard.  I pushed her face down into the bedding and lifted her ass high and moved behind her on the bed.  I widened the space between her knees, adjusting her position. 
 
    “There,” I said.  “Now you look like a proper bitch.” 
 
    “Caine, where are you going?” 
 
    I gave her an evil laugh.  “You know where I’m going.  You see ahead in time, remember?” 
 
    “But you haven’t lubed my ass.  It’s going to hurt.” 
 
    Let it. 
 
    I spit on her anus a couple times.  “There, happy?” 
 
    Without waiting for an answer, I positioned the mushroom head of my cock and pushed slow, without relenting.  Balls deep, I invaded her bowels.  “You know, I think I have grown longer than I used to be.” 
 
    Selene made no comment but tightened her muscles rhythmically around me, giving encouragement.  Not that I needed it; I still had fire in my guts and a full, new day waiting to be consumed. 
 
    My inner dragon opened golden eyes in my head, watching.  He roared approval as I pounded Selene’s ass—like this was his victory. 
 
    She gasped.  “So full!  It makes me feel so close to you.”   
 
    I kept pounding, feeling my first orgasm on the way. 
 
    Happy to oblige. 
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    “Tormenting the weak is great  
 
    therapy! Just not for them.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few days later, I used my Dragon Voice spell on the marina manager, so she’d accept Granny’s bill payment from me and forget that fact.  Ringo looked a lot better.  He strutted with his old swagger and wore his biker leathers again.  Putting him to work, I had him steal Granny’s car and sell it to a chop shop, not wanting her disappearance to draw attention to us.  He came back with groceries. 
 
    Good man. 
 
    Kain returned from Anubis’ world with the second version of Zahra, whom Gloria adopted at once.  Zahra no longer spoke with Bastet’s personality on display but I had to believe that the cat goddess could look out of Zahra’s eyes whenever she wanted. 
 
    Kain detailed a few of the amazing bug-battles of the Red Centipede Rider.  I got the idea I should get her a Saturday morning cartoon series to voice-over.   
 
    Kids will love it. 
 
    Kain confessed to taking a run at her with a sword and getting soundly beaten after what he described as a whirlwind passage of arms.  “I’d have done better if her bouncy breasts weren’t so damn distracting.  They’re her best weapons, I think.”  He laughed about failure where others like myself would have made excuses.  His charm wouldn’t let me hate him.   
 
    Kain and Gloria headed back to L.A.   
 
    Kat and her Pride moved out as well, renting adjoining lofts overlooking the Red River, in the Shreveport downtown market district.   
 
    A few more days passed as Selene and I pretended we didn’t know about the illicit affair that had caught up Colt and Vivian.  I enjoyed seeing her guilty embarrassment when we were all together.  That expression changed to one of deep troubling as she mailed off Craig’s stuff to his mom.  This loss rode her when Colt wasn’t around to distract her. 
 
    Our last day at Cross Lake, I sat at the dining room table.  I had Cinnamon Coco Squares and milk in my cereal bowl.  I found no toy prize in the box.  Manfully, I pressed on with breakfast, refusing to be crushed.   
 
    Someone has to set the example. 
 
    Colt sat across from me, a bowl in front of him as well.  He also had orange juice.  Playing domestic goddess, Selene forced the toaster to disgorge burnt toast, not quite taking her sword to it.   
 
    “Just scrape off the black part,” I said.  “The toast will be fine with butter and jam.” 
 
    She took a butter knife out of a drawer and we listened to scrape, scrape, scrape.   
 
    Vivian cooked herself some eggs at the stove.  I noticed Colt glancing at her possessively, his inner dragon peering out of his eyes. 
 
    “Feels just like a real family,” I said. 
 
    “We are your real family,” Colt said. 
 
    “I know, but it feels like I have two kids now: a son and older daughter, and a bun in the oven.”  I looked over at Selene as she rummaged in the fridge for the jam. 
 
    “Strawberry or grape?” she asked. 
 
    I smiled at her.  “You pick, my precious.” 
 
    “How come there’s no boysenberry?” she asked. 
 
    It saw you coming and ran off would be my guess. 
 
    I returned my gaze to my teenage son, wondering when we’d get the more familiar nine-year-old version back.  “You now, Colt, it occurs to me that you need to find yourself a girlfriend, now that you’re almost legal.” 
 
    Vivian cracked eggs into her pan rather loudly.  She cursed in a soft voice.  The spatula seemed to be acting up as she scraped out broken bits of shell. 
 
    Some people are just not meant to cook. 
 
    I continued with Colt.  “You should enjoy your youth.  I know!  We’ll go shopping.  I’ll buy you some French tickler condoms with reservoir tips.  A man needs to be responsible or he’ll be taking responsibility, if you know what I mean. 
 
    “It’s covered, dad.” 
 
    Beautiful in red denim jeans and a ruby colored top, Selene set the buttered toast down on the table and took a seat.  A hand-sized dust devil of glowing red motes came and went, leaving a jar of boysenberry jam on the table.” 
 
    A goddess always gets what she wants, one way or another.  I guessed she’d just ripped off a grocery store without even being there.  Goddesses are so above petty things like legality. 
 
    She slathered illicit jam on a piece of toast and dropped it on my plate. 
 
    Vivian scraped crispy-edged eggs out of the pan, onto a paper plate, and came to the table.  She sat, not looking at Colt.  
 
    I smiled at them both.  “So, you kids have plans for today?” 
 
    They looked at each other, then away.  Colt used a nonchalant tone of voice.  “Not especially.” 
 
    I widened my smile, grabbing my toast.  “Good.  Because we’re leaving, taking a road trip south to the bayou.  Make sure to pack your machetes, bug repellent, and don’t forget snake-proof wading boots.  Might be water moccasins.”  I bit into the toast and made appreciative sounds.   
 
    Selene’s eyes beamed in happiness. 
 
    Vivian looked less joyful.  “What’s this road trip for?” 
 
    I chewed and swallowed.  “Vengeance.  It’s time to deal with these vine-tatt mouth-breathing ambush-artists.  It sets a bad precedent if I don’t punish those that sin against me.”  I smiled at Vivian.  “You up for that?” 
 
    Ringo wandered into the dining room.  “I sure am.  Any Pop-Tarts left?” 
 
    “Cabinet,” Colt pointed, “but just the s’mores.  I finished off the cherry last night.” 
 
    I lifted innocent eyebrows.  “Oh?  I guess we need s’more.” 
 
    Selene shot me a mild, repressive glare, like there’s such a thing as too much fun.   
 
    I ignored her. 
 
    Vivian used a heavy hand salting her eggs and dusted them with pepper.  She put them on toast and made a sandwich. “Do you have a plan worked out to deal with these crazies?”  The question out of the way, she took a big bite, fangs sinking deep. 
 
    “Do I have a plan?  When do I not?”  I spooned up some cinnamon-crusted coco squares.   
 
    Good stuff. 
 
    Colt looked at me and lifted a skeptical eyebrow. 
 
    I said, “I’m contracting this job out.  The Vine Tribe knows the swamps.  They can easily hide in there waiting us out if we go in on a rampage but the gator-shifters know the bayous even better.  I’m counting on them cleaning up the Tribe or driving them out of the country.” 
 
    The skin creased between Vivian’s eyes.  “Why will the shifters be so helpful?  Will Ringo ask them nicely, or is there a bounty?  If so, I remind you I don’t work for free.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, you’re a working girl.  Got it.  What are your rates these days?” 
 
    She reddened in the face.  A strange response from a slayer talking cash. 
 
    Selene picked up the plate of buttered toast and thrust it toward me as she kicked me under the table.  It hurt as she intended.  I looked at her.   
 
    She smiled.  “Would you like another?” 
 
    “No, love bug.  One is enough.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The dirt-and-gravel road circled most of the Wilderness Refuge’s central lake.  Coming here from Shreveport had taken hours, as had lunch at a Victorian bed-and-breakfast in the small town of Rusty Bridges where we’d checked in and shopped.   
 
    At my prompting, Ringo had made numerous calls from the bed-and-breakfast to friends in the area.  Gator-shifters that lived in the surrounding towns, as well as those gone semi-feral in the bayou had agreed to come, Ringo had assured them that this was best, that they needed to know about breaking events, and would kick themselves if they passed up this opportunity.   
 
    The clan leaders had let him know that his promises had better come true, for his sake.  He didn’t look worried to me, but then he knew I intended to put on a hell of a show.   
 
    This lake one was different from Cross Lake; it had cypress giants growing out of it.  With their partly exposed root systems, the trees looked like they were wearing bell-bottoms.  You could hear the croak of amphibians, the splash of fish, and the high-voiced cries of blue herons.  The early afternoon sun warmed the water.  A hot humid wind wagged past.  An occasional snake slithered in the off-road grass, keeping a low profile.  I kept a wary eye out for the cottonmouths, though I knew they’d rather avoid trouble and stick to cover.   
 
    Tours were given off in those trees.  Deeper in the swamp, there were meandering hiking trails, some of them off-limits during nesting season when momma gators were lying their eggs—and in a hell of a mood. 
 
    There was some kind of giant gerbil or something—the size of a cocker spaniel—with maybe some beaver thrown into the mix. Two of them were in water near the shore, chewing plant stalks, staring with enigmatic eyes, their fur a dark chocolate brown.   
 
    Seeing my gaze, Ringo said, “Those are water rats, nutria, imported from South America.  See the webbed paws?” 
 
    My inner dragon opened golden eyes in the back shadows of my mind.  He stared at them.  Hmmm. They look tasty. 
 
    That’s sure trouble, my friend.  You never devour cute animals in front of ladies.  They get mad.  Besides, those could be on an endangered species list.  We could have PETA and the Feds after us. 
 
    He sighed, closed hos golden eyes, and returned to sleep. 
 
    I’d parked the Mustang beside the road.  The vehicle kept Ringo’s chopper company.  He sat on the front hood of the Mustang, chilling with dark glasses across his double-lidded eyes.  When this was all done, I suspected he’d be staying here.  The place put him at ease like L.A. never wound.  
 
    Vivian stood at the back of the Mustang, peering into the open truck.  She proceeded to Rambo-up, arming herself for action.  She settled several guns on her, slipped on a vest filled with wooden stakes, and strapped a katana across her back. In an odd contrast to the weaponry, she wore pink yoga pants and a pink sports bra.  It was a younger, more girly vibe than she usually employed. 
 
    Colt’s influence.  Scary what a woman will do to hold on to a younger man whose cock she enjoys. 
 
    Selene stood by the edge of the water with Colt.  They talked low-voiced, forcing me to strain my hearing to eavesdrop, except Selene had gotten tricky, magically doing something with the wind to muddy their conversation.  Colt occasionally shot a worried glance my way.  I got the feeling they were talking about me. 
 
    Gratifying yet irritating.  They had better be planning a surprise birthday party. 
 
    Our company would soon arrive.  We needed to get things moving.  I waved a hand in the air.  They looked my way.  I pointed a finger into the air and pumped it, my signal for Colt and Selene to turn dragon and grab some sky.  Instead, Colt stayed there while Selene approached me with a look of concern on her face. 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    She stopped in front of me.  “Caine, we need to talk.” 
 
    “Wait, let me guess.”  I gave her a look of excessive, shocked surprise.  “You’re pregnant!” 
 
    “Very funny, but that’s not it. Colt is concerned to distraction.  He has a problem.” 
 
    “One he took to Mom instead of the mission commander.” 
 
    “He knows I have a mother’s heart.  What beats in your chest is a mystery to science.  Now, I need you to shut-up and listen.” 
 
    When an insane goddess tells you to shut-up and listen, you do so, though I couldn’t help giving her a quick salute.   
 
    “Colt is concerned for Vivian.  He remembers all too well that she recently nearly died.  He remembers her blood all over him.  He’s against leaving her on her own—even with Ringo—against who knows how many unpredictable gator-shifters.  And there’s the possibility that the vine-tatt asshats may have gotten wind of this meeting and may do something unexpected.” 
 
    “So, what do you suggest?” 
 
    “He wants to stay here and keep an eye on her.” 
 
    “She’s a professional.  She has a long history of special ops.  She’ll be insulted that he thinks she needs babysitting from an inexperienced boy. And she owes these people a beat-down if they do show.  Part of her really wants that and won’t like Colt interfering.  Dhampyr pride, such a terrible burden to bear.”  I sighed dramatically. 
 
    Selene smiled at my firm grasp of the situation.  “Colt needs you to fix it.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t.  I should tell Vivian and let her lay down the law to Colt.  This kind of thing will come up again.  He needs to learn to deal.” 
 
    “You’re right, but I want to indulge him this one time.” 
 
    “Obviously.  You’re using that pulsating wind trick to distort our conversation, aren’t you?” 
 
    Otherwise Vivian’s dhampyr hearing would already have caught everything and she’d be taking action. 
 
     Selene sighed.  “He’s going to lose her, just not today.  Let them share what time there is.  His heart will be breaking all too soon.” 
 
    “Which, of course, is your master plan,” I said. 
 
    “The future needs her sacrifice.” 
 
    “One we’re not telling her about because she could say no.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    My stare took in Vivian.  She leaned against the Mustang, looking my way, a frown on her face.  She’d realized that she ought to be able to hear us and couldn’t.  My innocent stare brought an anxious expression to her face.   
 
    She knows we’re talking about her.  Her paranoid streak has her wondering if we know she’s fucking our underage son. 
 
    I smiled to reassure, but it didn’t soothe her. 
 
    Maybe I used the wrong smile. Did I give her my #23 expression instead of #14?  Maybe I should brush up on them. 
 
    I’d started cataloging expressions and using them as a child to fit in and not let on I was a borderline sociopath; the secret source of strength.  This skill had proven useful over the years.  There were only a few expressions I had not yet perfected, mostly from disinterest. 
 
    I looked back to Selene.  “What does Colt want me to do?  Order him to stay?” 
 
    “Vivian might figure that out and yell at him.  He’d rather she didn’t know.” 
 
     “He’s going to hide in her hip pocket?” 
 
    “Something like that.  He wants you to put a shadow magic tatt on him, the Demon Wings spell.” 
 
    I gave it a moment’s thought.  Theoretically, it could work.  Unless he got to throwing around too much power and burned off the mark.  But if he needed to do that, he’d have no more use for concealment anyway.  “It’s against my better instincts but…okay.” 
 
    Leaving Selene, I walked over to Vivian.  “Listen, Colt is concerned for you.  You almost died last week, and we’re getting into more trouble soon.  I guess you know he has a crush on you.” 
 
    “I, uh, yes.  I know.” 
 
    “Do me a favor.  When it gets too annoying, let him down easy.  You’re his first love.  You will be the woman carried longest in his heart.  Or so Selene tells me.  He’s over there stewing because he wants to tell you how worried he is, but he doesn’t want to make you mad.” 
 
    “That’s…sweet.  I’m not mad.” 
 
    “Fine.  Go tell him that, give him a goodbye kiss on the cheek, and send him off.  I need a dragon to scare the locals, not a mooncalf.” 
 
     She gave me a lopsided smile and sauntered off.  They’d have their moment, and I’d slap the shadow tatt on Colt.  He’d fly off, and activate the tatt with his magic, returning invisibly.  And then the show would go on. 
 
    Selene drifted over and leaned into my side.  We watched the kids as they talked. Talking ended when Vivian grabbed and gave him a bold kiss that all but melted his lips. 
 
    I whispered to Selene.  “You know, you could do worse than having Vivian as a daughter-in-law.” 
 
    She looked at me, crimson tears in her eyes.  “I know.  That’s why I hate having to let her die.” 
 
    “At least it’s not today.  So, when exactly?”  I was wearing Selene down, wanting whatever information I could get.  
 
    I felt surprise when she answered.  “Next month, the Dragon World fiasco.  It will make a zombie apocalypse look like a kid’s play-date.” 
 
    “Can’t wait.” 
 
    Ringo had a raised eyebrow.  I guess Selene hadn’t bothered to whip the wind and shield our last conversation.   
 
    I gave him a steely glare.  “Keep our secrets, and you keep your life.” 
 
    He nodded.  “Gotcha, Boss.  I didn’t hear a thing.” 
 
    As Vivian walked back toward us, I went toward Colt, ready to do my part in making his life miserable.  He looked up from the ground as I reached him.  “Thanks, Dad.” 
 
    I smiled.  “No problem.  You’re my son.  I will always give you what you need.”  
 
    If not everything you want. 
 
    I slapped him on the back and left a shadow pattern.  The tattoo on my back was made with actual demon blood—demon magic at work.  Highly effective.  What I put on Colt was a shadow magic equivalent.   
 
    It ought to work the same.  In theory, 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    “The eight-hundred-pound gorilla  
 
    in the room can be useful, but gets  
 
    no bananas until the job is done.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    Colt and I stood by the water as Selene came up to us: one big happy family, all of us with our secrets.  The nutria munched and stared, wary but not afraid.   
 
    I nodded to Selene.  “Go.” 
 
    She shifted in a heartbeat from human size to dragon.  Her wings fanned out, the red, leathery wings catching sunlight, casting me into reddish shadow.  On all fours, her long tail poked out over the water.  She grinned with many sharp, pointy teeth, and smelled of brimstone. 
 
    Vivian said nothing, leaning against the Mustang once more, her arms crossed under her tits. 
 
    Ringo slid off the hood, staring our way as he removed his sunglasses.  “Holy fuck!” 
 
    The dark brown nutria hauled ass and swam away from shore.  Diving to get under the cover of water, they flipped us off with long, whip-like tails.  The back view was more rat than beaver.  I wondered what my Malibu bar would look like with a couple of their heads mounted on the wall, maybe on lemon-wood plaques.   
 
    Maybe the gator-clans can get me some. 
 
    I nodded to Colt.  “Your turn.” 
 
    He glowed red-copper, becoming a haze of light that billowed out, sharpened into dragon-shape, and became a smaller dragon.  He was half the size of his mom and shared her red coloration except for the yellow flames on his sides, a look Colt had borrowed from many of my Mustangs. 
 
    “Wait for my signal,” I said, “then drop in from the sky.” 
 
    They beat their wings, whipping up a windstorm, and leaped into the sky, thundering away in a big curve as they searched for thermals to give them more lift.  Before long, they were up in the sun, lost in its blaze. 
 
    Me, I intended to stay here with Ringo and Vivian—and the ice cooler with the severed arm inside.  The cooler also had canned Cokes on ice.  I went to get one.  The cooler sat on the ground near the rear left tire.  I had the lid up, a soda in hand, when I called to the others.  “Anybody else want one?” 
 
    “I’ll pass,” Vivian said. 
 
    Ringo lifted a hand.  I tossed a can to him underhand.  He caught it and wisely waited to open it.  No use spraying coke fizz everywhere.  With one last look at the arm, I dropped the lid back in place. 
 
    “How much longer do we wait?” Vivian asked. 
 
    “Until Colt’s legal?” I asked. 
 
    She stabbed me with a glare.  “What do you know?” 
 
    “That last kiss, which you made no effort to hide, was quite telling.” 
 
    “I like being up front with things.  I only enjoy sneaking around when I’m killing vampires,” she said. 
 
    “I’ve always admired that about you,” I said.  “I woman who doesn’t play a lot of games.” 
 
    She sighed.  “I didn’t plan any of this.  I didn’t want complications—until I had them.  I tried to put Colt out of my mind, out of my heart, but I couldn’t resist that innocence, that vulnerability…” 
 
    “The way his tongue worships your body,” I said. 
 
    She sighed again.  “I couldn’t let him think I’d used him and just intended to throw him away.  I couldn’t leave the shadow of pain in those beautiful red-copper eyes that see to a person’s soul with such deep acceptance.” 
 
    “And then there’s that dragon-sized cock,” I said.  “Talk about deep acceptance!” 
 
    “Wait!” Ringo interrupted.  “You’re screwing the kid?” 
 
    “Fuck-buddy bunnies in heat see less action than they do,” I said. 
 
    Ringo stared at her. 
 
    She stared at him.  And touched the knife strapped to her right thigh. 
 
    He looked away.  “Right.  None of my business.” 
 
    I heard a soft whump!   Back down the road, there were dragon foot prints in the gravel.  Colt was back, standing there, eavesdropping.   
 
    Good thing we got the important part of our conversation out of the way.  
 
    Vivian repeated her original question.  “So, when do these shifters get here?” 
 
    “Now!” Ringo looked ahead of the Mustang, along the road.  A large convey of vehicles rolled our way.  He turned his eyes to the water.  Bald swimmers with yellow-green eyes climbed naked out of the water, dripping as they neared.  There were men and women.  They all had double eyelids on each eye, and long, pointy, blocky chins like Ringo.  There was stunted webbing between their fingers.  The shifters from the water waited in silence as the vehicles parked off the road and more of their clan unloaded, coming our way. 
 
    I’d dressed down for the meeting with an illusion of black shorts, flip-flops, and a loud, green and orange Hawaiian shirt with palm branches and turtles.  It was a shirt I’d seen on the Old Man a time or two.   
 
    His fashion sense is rubbing off on me.  I may need an intervention by my harem. 
 
    My stare gravitated toward an old woman with many wrinkles, withered dugs, and vertical pupils.  Her skin looked rough as tree bark and she wore a multiple strands of alligator teeth.  I had the feeling they came from people who’d gotten on her bad side.  Her hands were undersized, more claw-tipped paws than anything else, and gnarled, like she had arthritis. Whatever beauty she’d once commanded had deserted her ages ago.   
 
    Her fierce, reptilian gaze swept over us and stopped on Ringo.  “Well, great-grandson, we have come.  Do you want to tell us why?” 
 
    No one interrupted her.  No one spoke at all.  This stamped her as the power here, the voice of authority.   
 
    Prompted by her attention, Ringo stepped forward to face her.  He squatted, not quite kneeling, so she didn’t have to strain looking up to meet his eyes, an act of consideration and respect.    “Great-grandmother Onya, I greet you with joy.  In the earliest days of my memory, I sat at your feet and learned the history of our clan.  I learned the genealogies of our family, and the customs we keep.  Among the stories you put me to bed with is the ancient tale of Jhurorizon, the stranger who came among us when the world was younger.” 
 
    The old woman wore a smile, as if the tale were one she’d always recall with fondness. She inclined her head, encouraging him to continue.   
 
    He smiled in return.  However this developed, I didn’t believe he’d be in trouble with his people.  He seemed to hold a higher position among them than I’d realized. 
 
    “Jhurorizon blessed us with his protection and took a wife from our people.  This brought great strength and potent magic to our bloodline for generations, for he was dragon-born.  Some of our modern voices call this a Fairytale for children.” 
 
    Onya frowned, her forehead creasing even deeper.  “It is so.  The old traditions are not so well respected anymore.” 
 
    One of the larger men, who’d come in a rusty pickup, left the line of listeners.  He stood at the point of an imaginary triangle with Onya and Ringo at the other points.  This man considered himself worthy of attention.  Whether this was true or not remained to be seen.   
 
    He said, “Forgive the interruption, wise woman, but I feel—before we parade our clan’s business any further before strangers—we should know who they are.”  He turned his head to scan Vivian and then me.  She got more attention because of dangerous curves and the weapons she wore.   
 
     Ringo looked from the stranger back to his great-grandmother.  “The woman is Vivian, a dhampyr, professional security for our other guest.” 
 
    Discipline broke among the shifters as they murmured to each other. 
 
    Onya’s bright gaze pinned Vivian where she stood.  “Dhampyr?  A day-walker.  That is rare.  Few vampires have mortal children.” 
 
    The strange male smiled coldly, as if he’d gained some kind of advantage.  “Dhampyr.  She’s tainted.” 
 
    Vivian went still as a taut bowstring, barely restrained.  Security are not supposed to follow their own agenda, but support the goals of their employer, despite provocation.  I wasn’t worried about her.  I listened for the crunch of gravel that would tell me an invisible dragon—Colt—was about to bite off someone’s head. 
 
    Ringo’s soft voice went hard and edged like a knife.  “Leif, these people are honored guests of mine.  If you insult them, you insult me. Just recently, they overthrew the Clan of the Bear, and defended our world from the minions of the jackal god.  They are worthy of respect.” 
 
    Leif met Ringo’s stare.  “I’m not afraid of you and I do not believe in gods.” 
 
    I figured that was my cue.  “I suppose you do not believe in dragons either?”  I went forward and stood just behind Ringo.  I bowed to Onya.  “I am Caine Deathwalker, Villager, dragon-king, demon lord, and high king of Fairy.” 
 
    Onya stared at me.  “You are king of dragons?”  Apparently, that was the only title that interested her.  “If you are dragon-born, you have a claim to our hospitality.  We revere the dragon-born that left our world so long ago, returning to their own place.  But we must be sure, you understand?  You have also called yourself demon lord.  Demons are not known for their honesty.” 
 
    “I also rule Fairy so I cannot lie; as High King, I vow this is true.” 
 
    Leif laughed. 
 
    And the sky shivered as mission bells pealed. 
 
    The laugh died. 
 
    The pealing faded. 
 
    And that was my signal to Selene and Colt. 
 
    Raging winds surged over us all.  Colt’s dragon form became visible beside the Mustang.  Glaring at Leif, Colt screamed in fury.   The sound combined thunder with a piercing squeaky hinge sound, unnerving to those unfamiliar with it.   
 
    I didn’t know if the gator-shifters would collapse in fear or run for their lives.  Many of them looked to the old bald woman for their cues.  Onya stared at Colt, her eyes wide with wonder and delight.  I think we’d just made her day ecstatic. 
 
    Leif stood pale as a ghost, a tremor of fear shaking him in his shoes. 
 
    Colt’s scream died.  He folded his wings down onto his back, and I realized that his dragon was a great deal larger than the one I’d seen his nine-year-old self produce, which made sense.  Of course, my current dragon self would still dwarf him.   
 
    A new scream filled the sky.  We stared up and saw Selene’s crimson dragon swoop by and vanish.  A few moments later, she returned, dropping back behind the Mustang.  Ignoring us, her attention rested on a small clump of the rat-beavers that had returned to congregate on the bank, looking all of us over.   
 
    I wondered if Selene were hungry.  Of course, what dragon isn’t? 
 
    I returned attention to Onya.  “I am king of dragons by right of birth and this is my son, Colt.  The other dragon is my wife, Selene, the Goddess of the Red Moon.” 
 
    Onya sank to her knees and bowed her head to the gravel road in respect.  Her people copied her.  Except for Leif.  I don’t think he’d finished crapping his pants.   
 
    While none of the shifters watched, Vivian stalked over to Leif, jumped into the air, and landed a powerful snap kick on the side of his face.  I heard his neck snap.  He flopped to the ground, dead. 
 
    I sure hope no one minds. 
 
    Vivian strolled back to her place by the Mustang, throwing a warm smile at Colt who’d shed his dragon form and stood there now as a sixteen-year-old kid.  He joined her in leaning against the side of the Mustang. 
 
    I spoke to Onya.  “Stand.  You and your people.  That’s honor enough.” 
 
    Onya lifted her head and then her body from the ground.  She called to her clan.  “You heard the dragon king.  Lift your faces.  Prepare your hearts to receive his words, and the will of the goddess of dragons.” 
 
    Hmmm.  She gave Selene top billing.  Must be a matriarchal society. 
 
    A tour bus rolled up the road, stopping at Selene’s rump.  They honked, of all things.   
 
    She swung her massive head their way and bared jagged teeth.  Flames whipped out of her nostrils along with black smoke.  She gave them a halfhearted roar and they reversed the bus at break-neck speed. 
 
    Selene let them go. 
 
    I called over to Vivian.  “Hey, bring the ice chest over here.” 
 
    She scooped up the ice chest and carried it to me, setting it down at my feet.  That chore accomplished she backed away. 
 
    By then, Onya realized Leif was dead.  She frowned at his body, then set eyes on some of her people.  She waved her hand dismissively at Leif.  “Do something with that, will you?” 
 
    “At once, Wise Woman.”   
 
    They dragged Leif off by hiss heels and tossed his body in the back of his truck, keeping his keys.  A shifter climbed in behind the wheel and started the vehicle.  It managed a turn and roared off.  I expected the body to vanish into the bayou. 
 
    “Onya.”  My voice drew her attention back to me.  “The goddess is concerned that those who attacked her child, declaring war on her, are hiding in your territory.  Not you and your people, but ones you should know.  She wonders if she can entrust this matter to your people.  If she goes to war on her own, the destruction will be absolute.  We don’t want to punish friends to reach our enemies.” 
 
    Onya choked on indignation a moment.  It took a while for her to answer.  “Who would dare!” 
 
    “We have a clue.”  I kicked the ice chest over.  It opened.  Ice and soda cans spilled out along with the severed arm.  “The ones who have offended us have tatts like this.”  I pointed at the arm. 
 
    She looked at the arm and smiled like only a hungry gator can.  Her stare leaped aside to the water’s edge where the rat-beaver things huddled in terror.  “I know these ones: skin-walkers from South America, a coven-clan of warrior-witches.  They use the skins of animals in their magic to become these animals.” 
 
    The stare of all the other gator-shifters followed hers, locking onto the cute little fuzzy-wuzzies.   
 
    The enemy that hides in plain sight.  Not too cleaver of them to come to their own execution this way, spying on us. 
 
    In the painful throes of change, the gator-shifters worked to shed their humanity.  I knew, when they were done, an en mass movement of gators would sweep to the water, and a there would be a lot less nutria in the area hereafter.  
 
    The huddled creatures had a hell of a choice; wait to be gator food or run.  But they were under the predatory stare of the goddess-dragon Selene.  To run from a predator invites a chase, if not instant death.   
 
    Decisions, decisions… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    “The dead are beyond the reach of therapy, 
 
    but not pain, another reason to be pissed.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    The nutria waited until the shifter changes had progressed halfway and the gators were helpless, caught between human and reptile states.  The giant rat-beavers scurried toward the shifters, instead of running from Selene, which wouldn’t have worked.  For the skin-walkers, it was the equivalent of running into a minefield.  They hoped to thread the gator menace, and use them as meat-shields against Selene, long enough to reach cover. 
 
    Not a bad plan considering their limited choices. 
 
    Nearing the Mustang, the ungainly furballs threw off their animal skins, emerging as naked humans with vine tattoos on their arms and ankles.  This wasn’t all of them of course, but we had their leadership here, evidenced by the many spiral loops of the tattoos, indicating rank.  They were a small, brown people with black hair and eyes.  The tallest was four feet.  How they’d fit into the small skins amazed me though I knew magic had a way around the law of conservation of mass that applied to regular shifters. 
 
    Leaf-shaped knives hung around their necks on leather thongs.  The knives didn’t have proper handles, just side prongs at the base for fingers to curl around.  Escape may not have been their plan.  They may have intended to take hostage.  Back in human form, Colt looked far more vulnerable.  And Vivian was a girl; to some minds, that creates an automatic assumption of weakness—her katana aside.  And then there was old, unassuming me.  And ancient Onya.  If she were captured, would her people dare put her at risk?   
 
    Whatever the warrior-witches thought, they weren’t ready for the ugly hell they found.  One of the Vine Tribe warriors leaped straight at Colt as another scuttled at Vivian.  The rest of the warriors came at me, Ringo, and Onya.  None of us had changed so far.  Easy kills, right? 
 
    Hahahahahahahahahahaha!  My inner child danced with joy and bloodlust. 
 
    Colt crackled with red-copper lightning.  Wrist-thick ribbons of electrical fire slithered over his flesh, leaving him unmarked.  His attacker leaped into the lightning, exploded, cooked from the inside, dead before the seared meat slapped the ground in smoking lumps. 
 
    The light-flashed enveloped Vivian, obscuring her and her attacker.  As the glare died, I saw her attacker lying severed in half by the katana.  She flicked her blade to remove excess blood, and exchanged measuring glances with Colt, each making sure the other stood unharmed. 
 
    I was about to go all godly and kill a few witches with my avatar form, when a lunatic with a crimson sword dropped out of the sky, almost on Ringo’s head, and distracted us all.  Crashing the party, Kain moved at top vampire speed into the midst of the warrior-witches.  His sword blurred everywhere with a whistle of sliced air. 
 
    I didn’t have to ask how he knew to be here at the right moment to hog all the glory.  He and Gloria had the second Zahra living with them now.  She’d said something, or they’d asked for word on me.  I was surprised Gloria hadn’t come as well.  
 
    By the time the shifters waddled over as alligators, nothing remained to kill.  They contented themselves with eating the evidence of the massacre, worrying the bodies, then dragging them off into the water.  I knew alligators liked to wedge their prey under logs so they could partially rot and get nice and gamey.  I hoped the shifters would be careful about it or some of the regular tourists might see more than they wanted.   
 
    Like me, Ringo and Onya only got to stand there, watching the show and the slow exodus of some of her people.  I felt disappointed.  And angry.  Kain excelled as a stalker and I’d handed him the perfect tool in Zahra to be even more effective.  I needed to give serious thought to my tendency of shooting myself in the foot. 
 
    I bent, picked up the severed arm, and straightened, prepared to throw it to the gators. 
 
    Kain looked at me.  “If you don’t mind, I’d like to have that for my museum.  I’ll preserve it in liquid acrylic.” 
 
    I tossed it to him.  “Knock yourself out.” 
 
    Coming over, he caught it out of the air.  The gator’s left him alone.  Something in them recognized a fierce predator that was too much to mess with.  And of course, he carried that cursed sword with its air-curdling aura of bloodlust and violence. 
 
    I bent again to scooped up a can of Coke from the spilled ice and popped the top.  The caramel flavored bite and caffeine-sugar rush eased my disappointment.  I was just sad I had no rum to go with it.  I chugged some soda, then made introductions.  “Onya, this interloper is Kain, Lord of Vampires.” 
 
    “Interloper?” he lifted an eyebrow.  “That’s harsh.  And I came all the way from L.A. and you don’t even remember I went dungeon crawling to save you.” 
 
    “I was going to go all shadow god with wings of gold and kill those fellows.  You ruined my fun.” 
 
    “Well, that’s true, but my sword needs frequent feeding.  And I’m delivering a request from Gloria.” 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    He walked off toward Selene, who’d missed out on the mayhem as well.  “It’s for Selene, not you.  Sorry.  Just stand there and guzzle.”   
 
    I reminded myself that he’d be family soon and I couldn’t kill him—outright.   
 
    Of course, if there’s an unfortunate accident…that can’t be traced back to me… 
 
    I shook my head no.  It wouldn’t work.  He had a Zahra now.  He’d be forewarned of any accidents. 
 
    I could try bribing Zahra, but then she’d have blackmail on me.  Not good. 
 
    I sighed and took another drink.   
 
    No, I’d just have to live with him.  Some problems can’t be helped. 
 
    “The Lord of Vampires,” Onya mused.  “This has been a day of omens and portents.  You have done well, Great-grandson.” 
 
    Ringo grinned at her.  “For a man?” 
 
    “For a man.”  She smiled back.  Her yellow-green eyes shifted to me.  “I have a few questions, dragon king.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Are more dragons coming back to earth?” 
 
    “No, not that I’ve heard.” 
 
    “Are you planning to stay among us as another dragon once did?” 
 
    “No, though I may visit from time to time.  I have to unify the world under my control.  To be honest, a grave threat is coming close.  The Mayans just got the wrong date on their stone calendars for the end of the world.  I intend to prevent it.” 
 
    She nodded.  “A worthy goal.  You are indeed a protector among other things.  This is why you are claiming crowns: in Fairy, among the dragons, demons, and even vampires.”  
 
    “I swear on my honor it is for the good of the world, to prevent total destruction.” 
 
    Mission bells pealed high in the air.  Onya and Ringo looked up, then back at me. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said.  “That just happens.” 
 
    “I find it reassuring,” Onya said.  “And for that reason, as well, you have the support of the Gator Clan whenever you ask.” 
 
    I inclined my head.   “I am grateful.” 
 
    Onya said, “Take my grandson with you.  He is strong and will benefit you in many ways.” 
 
    Ringo leaned closer.  “She means I have cross country criminal connections.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Welcome to the team.”  My stare went back to the Wise Woman.  “Onya, among those that answer to me are the wolves of Las Vegas, the cactus demons of Santa Fe, and the shifters in Shreveport that are now led by a shifter Pride.  I want all my friends to get along.” 
 
    She nodded.  “It will be so.  Friends of the dragon king are my friends as well.”  She nodded toward Kain.  “With the possible exception of that one.” 
 
    “Can’t ask for more.”  I finished off my can, righted the knocked-over cooler, and dropped the empty can inside.  I straightened to find Onya touching my arm, a curious expression on her face.  “You wear illusion.  I thought I heard no whisper of cloth as you moved.”  She withdrew her claw-like hand. 
 
    “Anything else you want to know?” I asked. 
 
    “One request, an introduction to the goddess.”  She nodded toward Selene who’d shed her dragon form to talk with Kain.  She now wore a jeweled silk gown and a tiara, looking something like a bloody fairy princess. 
 
    “Sure.  Come along.”  I passed Ringo and headed for Selene.  The gators scrambled out of my way.   
 
    As I neared my wife, I heard her laughing.  “It’s true!  We met in the dungeons of Atlantis.  He freed me from my chains and swept me off my feet.” 
 
    “It’s what a time-leaping demon lord does,” I said.  “Selene, you’re not being annoyed by this lout’s attentions, I hope?” 
 
    “Not at all.  A rather charming man,” she said. 
 
    “Vampire,” I corrected.  I cast him a side-long glare.  “Just remember her divine blood belongs to me, not you.” 
 
    “You’re jealous?” Selene asked. 
 
    I shifted my glare to her.  “You are my woman.  Don’t ever forget that.” 
 
    She lowered her eyelashes, a pretense of shyness which I knew she’d abandoned ages ago.  “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “We’re the same,” Kain said.  “You are my long-lost soul.  When you sleep with her, it is as if I sleep with her, too.” 
 
    “No, it really isn’t.”  I amplified my glare at him, which only increased his smile.  He enjoyed thinking he could rile me.  “Don’t ever cross that line.  Dragon’s don’t share their prize property.” 
 
    He turned and cast a covetous glance at my Mustang.  “I know, which is why it must be stolen instead.” 
 
    “Some thefts are more easily forgiven than others.”  I had a thought that made me smile.  “You know, if I am your soul’s rebirth, I am you.  That means that on my wedding night with Gloria, you will be committing incest with her.” 
 
    The humor left his face.  “I hadn’t thought of that.  Thank you ever so much for pointing it out.”  He bowed formally to Selene.  “I shall convey your answer to Gloria.”  He walked off in a snit, my crimson sword stalker.  Unfortunately, I knew he’d be back. 
 
    “What does Gloria want from you?” I asked. 
 
    Selene’s face glowed with excitement.  “She’s asked me to throw her bachelorette party, and to help her plan the wedding.  It’s sweet of her to include me in things.  It shows she will respect my position as head wife.” 
 
    I had an unpleasant thought.  How will Izumi take the news?  I wonder if I have to tell her.  She’s going to be stuck in Fairy most of the time, ruling in my name, but secrets do escape.  I suppose it’s better if she hears it from me. 
 
    Selene looked past me.   
 
    That reminded me.  Ringo and Onya were waiting patiently, doubtless glad I’d chased off the vampire lord.  Vampires weren’t my favorite people either, except for Gloria.  Most blood-suckers have a vain tendency to make everything center on them, when it should all be about me instead.   
 
    I angled my body and gestured, making introductions.  “You know Ringo.  This is Onya, the leader and Wise Woman of the Gator Clan.  Onya, this is my wife, Selene, Goddess of the Red Moon.” 
 
    Onya bowed and straightened.  “I am honored.  I have seen your moon in our sky and wondered at the portent.” 
 
    “It is a sign of a changing age.  A great threat approaches.  I hope we may count on your support.”  Selene smiled, inviting an oath of fealty. 
 
    Onya shot me a quick glance, then returned her full attention to Selene.  “Speaking of binding ties, there is a little dragon blood in our people.  We could lend greater support if there were more.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” Selene asked. 
 
    “We have a few young maidens of an age to lay their first eggs.  If you might consider studding your male out to us for a while, it would certainly improve our breed.  In the end, that would benefit you as well.”   
 
    This conversation was getting out of hand.  “I don’t do ugly women.” 
 
    “Our women are all lovely creatures!” Onya protested. 
 
    Yeah, right. 
 
    “Don’t mind him,” Selene said.  “He likes to pretend that he runs everyone and everything.  You know how males are.” 
 
    Onya nodded sagely.  “Yes, I do.”   
 
    Selene said, “When the time comes, we can just lull his human mind into a deep restful sleep and let his inner dragon out to play with his body.” 
 
    Golden eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind as my inner dragon snapped awake.  Wait!  Now it’s all right for me to fuck humans if I’m not in dragon form?  I can’t say I like the rules changing all the time… 
 
    Me either, I added. 
 
    …but I might be willing to help out if it’s for the sake of the world and all.  And the girls aren’t too ugly. 
 
    Damn!  What happened to the control I had over my life? 
 
    Selene reached over and patted me on the back.  “Are you just now realizing that great power brings greater limitations?  It is a paradox all gods learn.” 
 
    I shifted an irritated stare to Ringo. 
 
    “What did I do?” he asked. 
 
    “Nothing.  That’s the problem.  You’ve stood around and let me get sober.  That’s never a good thing.  You had better know a few good bars around here.” 
 
    He grinned.  “I do.” 
 
    “Then what are we waiting for?”  I stalked off toward the Mustang.  Colt and Vivian had drifted off and were gone.  So was my car. 
 
    “Kain!  You bastard!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    “I like to share. When I  
 
    hurt, everyone needs to.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
      
 
    I formed a vertical disk of shadow, imagining Anubis’ temple where I’d lain on a rug, waiting to be abused.  I shoved my will into the disk, demanding a path to my destination.  The disk became a portal.  Wrapped in shadow, I stepped into the portal.  It wrenched me away and then collapsed into me, the disk reabsorbed.  Still in a second skin of darkness, I stood just inside the entrance of the temple, looking around.  I strolled to the side and followed a wall, staying away from the fire pit with its bile-green, serpentine flames that slithered more than leaped. The throne waited, empty, the dining table abandoned as well.   
 
    Between the fire pit and throne, Anubis and the Red Rider faced off, swords clashing languidly, the first exploratory feeling-out of opponents.  Anubis seemed to have trouble handling his sword, but then he wasn’t a god of war.  And the Rider wore chain mail bikini that barely constrained her bountiful tits.  Kane had been right; they were her best features.  Her thigh muscles were heavy, chiseled.  Her arms were slim, but had no trouble brandishing a foot-wide sword few normal men could have lifted. 
 
    Using my dragon hearing, I listened to Anubis grunting in time to his blows.  And all the while, the Rider murmured suggestive comments to throw off his concentration.  The writing was on the wall: Anubis would lose, and badly as well.  His dream of his cock going where no man or god had gone before was on life-support. 
 
    “Want to rip the metal away? Want to paw these tits of mine, want to chew and lick them like a good puppy?” she asked.  “Do you take your temple whores doggie style.   Tell me what gets you off?  If you tempt me enough, I might let you win.” 
 
    No chance of that.  She’s playing with him.  Fanning his hopes, feeding his desires.  And I have the distraction I need; I doubt his godly senses will leave the Rider’s fine ass any time soon.   
 
    I left the Great Hall and passed through an empty kitchen.  I found a small smoke room where meats were curing and grabbed a haunch of cow.  From there, I hunted out the shadows, slipping into my god-form with blades of golden light fanning from my back.  I floated off the floor, listening to the shadows as they brought me their secrets. 
 
      
 
    The treasure room occupied an open space on bottom floor of the temple, deep underground where the air carried more moisture.  You breathed the wet.  Damp beaded the walls and occasionally trickled to the floor.  The vault chamber had no door.  That was because it had a forty-eight-foot golden snake coiled in front the archway entrance. His head was black flint.  His eyes orbs of gold.  There were no were-jackal guards or skeleton warriors.  The snake was considered sufficient.  
 
    Of course, I recognized the creature: Apep, the Devourer of Light, a chaos creature born from the umbilical cord of the chief god Amon-Ra, god of light, pillar of order.  Anubis thought this bad ass creature sufficient to keep thieves away, but in my case, he’d chosen wrong. 
 
    I walked toward the snake. 
 
    It lifted its head and stared.  Its black tongue flicked out, tasting the vibrations from my footsteps.  It knew the steps of Anubis and could tell I wasn’t its master.  Apep bared fangs and hissed a warning in case I was a lost servant. 
 
    While still some distance away, I stopped and shifted to full dragon form.  The great space accommodated this.  I hissed back at the snake, baring my teeth, beating my wings a couple times as I let lightning play across golden scales.   
 
    With another step, I shed that form and took on my godly shadow-shape with golden wings of light stabbing out of my back.  I walked closer, then shed that form to be Cain Deathwalker—less intimidating, I thought. 
 
    I stopped close to Apep.  The creature peered at me but made no effort to strike.  I think it saw that such a move would be its death. 
 
    “Greetings, my brother.”  My voice echoed. 
 
    “Brother?”  The snake’s black tongue flicked out again.  “How am I brother to any dragon?” 
 
    “I am Cain Deathwalker, shadow mage, few High King, demon lord, dragon lord, and thief of crowns.   I am walking chaos, born to darkness as much as you, my brother.  You ought to recognize a kindred spirit when you see one.” 
 
    “Why are you here, one that walks with death?” 
 
    “Anubis has offended me.  I have struck him down with my sword, but it is not enough of a punishment.  I have decided to take his precious things for my own.” 
 
    “An uncommon thief.” 
 
    “Don’t say that like it’s a bad thing.  Even the lowliest thief serves chaos, bringing disorder into the lives of the rich and powerful who possess way too much arrogance.  Surely, you have seen this sin in Anubis?” 
 
    “I have, yet I serve him.  Would you have me fail in my job.” 
 
    “Everyone fails when confronted by too great a difference in power.  The time of the old gods is passed.  Swear allegiance to me and I will take you to a crimson world where you can rule lesser monsters, a god among them.  Have you never thought that you could do better than this?” 
 
    “I have considered this.” 
 
    “While you’re trapped here, guarding someone else’s treasure, there are succulent giant bugs running around the surface.  Has anyone suggested letting you go sate your appetite upon them?” 
 
    “No one.” 
 
    “Sad, holding out on you this way.  And soon, the Red Rider will have exterminated them.  Your chance will be gone.” 
 
    Its black-flint head bobbed.  “What you say is true.” 
 
    “You know, the Red Moon I’ll take you too is the mother of such hell-spawn.  You could hunt to your soul’s delight, so long as you get along with my wife, the Goddess of the Red Moon.  She might even give you wings to fly.  Aren’t you tired of slithering?  Have you ever thought how much better it would be to own the sky?” 
 
    “You can do these things.” 
 
    “I can.  I am good to my friends.” 
 
    “And we are friends?” 
 
    “The best that treasure can buy.” 
 
    “So, I must betray my master.” 
 
    “Who is he to be a master of chaos?  He is death.  Death is the ultimate expression of order.  He is unworthy.  And it would be an act of chaos such as this world has never seen.  Your name is faded and covered with dust by time.  Is it not time to revive your legend, that worlds may tremble?” 
 
    “You tempt me sorely.” 
 
    “I speak only the truth.  It is my new superpower.” 
 
    “If it is to be done, let it be done with haste.” 
 
    I gestured to the side.  A shadow portal opened.  I punched its heart with power, opening it to the front courtyard of Selene’s mansion.  A cadre of her black iron gargoyles marched in from the other side.  They formed ranks behind me. Waiting for orders.   
 
    I smiled at Apep.  “Go and enjoy your new home.  Find a nest in the thorn groves, live as you were meant to, my brother.  Go and run amok.” 
 
    “I think I will.”  Apep slithered to the gate and passed through.  
 
     I gave him time to clear the mansion area, then called to the gargoyles.  “Okay, boys, everything must go.  Get to work.” 
 
      
 
    The bile-green sky thickened as hunter-green clouds rolled in at high speed.  Thunder rumbled halfheartedly.  A few fat drops of rain splatted the dust.  More rain looked probable.   
 
    Part of Anubis’ skeleton army surrounded the village and patrolled the dirt road up to the obelisk and over to the temple.  The flooded fields thrived, having been preserved from the bugs.   
 
    Elsewhere across the country side, I’d seen hacked up chunks of hell-bug scattered everywhere.  The Red Centipede Rider had earned her wages.  I saw a hell of an opportunity here; Selene could sabotage the ecology of assorted hell-dimensions and the Rider could sell her extermination services to them.  Both ladies would clean up. 
 
    Skeletons looked me over as I crossed into the village, heading for the public square.  None of them tried to stop me.   
 
    Guess I don’t look like a bug. 
 
    I didn’t look like Caine Deathwalker either.  I wore an illusion of a jackal-headed priest in a white tunic and sandals.  The buildings here were clean and in good repair.  No open sewers.  Anubis would have been embarrassed with his holdings otherwise.  But monotony reigned as well. No window boxes, no grassy parks or playgrounds.  No splashes of color.  Place could have used at least a few yellow-footed, feral roosters running around, fluffing russet feathers, chasing the hens. 
 
    The Market Square enlivened the village. Small stands displayed dried fish, figs, pots of flour and cooking oil, plus bags of assorted grains.  From what I heard through a translation spell I wore, a lot of this came from private fields and farms.  The big field behind the temple belonged to Anubis.  I wondered if he paid them anything to work it or if that was their expected service to their god. 
 
    I moved on to a corner of the square occupied by a raised wooden deck with a canvas tarp suspended overhead; a makeshift stage.  Oil lamps suspended on pole provided a good amount of light.  From the smell, the oil came from fish.  A small crowd had gathered.  A small rug with a wooden bowl lay at the lip of the stage.  A few small coins had been tossed inside.  Of course, they all had pictures of a jackal head on them. 
 
    I found a spot to sit, a bench under a gnarled tree.  Seeing a priest, the lowly villagers gave me plenty of space.   As I watched, a man walked in from off-stage.  It was Kesi, the actor I’d met in Anubis’ dungeon.   
 
    The meager audience stilled and grew attentive as he spoke: “Through a misunderstanding, I recently found imprisoned.  I underwent a trial of faith, a challenge of courage, and Anubis rewarded me with my freedom, in his ever-benevolent wisdom. Here before you, with the aid of an apprentice actor, we shall take you through those events.” 
 
    The apprentice isn’t even getting billing.  How sad. 
 
    I’d lived this story already and had a suspicion that the version I was about to see had little to do with reality. 
 
    Kesi picked up a ram’s horn and played a flatulent note that quavered into extinction.  A reed mat dropped down, a stage curtain.  I heard feet slapping the stage as the two actors brought in props and took up positions.  A moment later, the curtain rose in a series of jerks.  I saw Kesi tying off a cord to keep the curtain up.  And the scene began. 
 
    Wearing cloth chains, the apprentice moaned his despair in a rather heavy-handed way.  “Oh, woe, woe, I am undone!  I ascended to the heavens and lifted my proud heart against the true god Anubis, and now—I must suffer for my wicked sins.” 
 
    That’s supposed to be me? 
 
    Kesi lifted his head, wearing chains of his own.  “Set your poor foolish eyes upon me and borrow from the cup of my steadfast endurance, oh miserable cretin.” 
 
    “Oh, do not befriend me, kind stranger.  I have offended the mighty Anubis and deserve far worse.” 
 
    “Be strong, little worm, for the one who has cast you down may in time grow merciful and lift his foot from your throat.  You must fight to live for that day.” 
 
    “I tremble to reach for hope.  Should it fail, I cannot survive.  If only I had kissed the feet of Anubis when I had the chance to be so wise.” 
 
    “Wait!” Kesi said.  “Anubis comes!” 
 
    The apprentice turned his face from the crowd, acting like he needed to sniff his armpit.  “I cannot face such glory.  I dare not.” 
 
    Kesi stared as if Anubis had indeed miraculously appeared.  “My god, my strength, you appear before me.  Let me adore you as I die!” He held an astonished gaze, letting beats of silence pass while he listened to a voice no one else heard.   
 
    His face bloomed with hope.  The cloth chains fell away from him.  He climbed to his feet and tottered a few steps.  “I am free?  I am free!  Praise Anubis!  His mercy endures forever.”   
 
    Fuck this!  I can’t take any more. 
 
    I covered myself in shadow and used it to lift myself high in the air.  A fast change left me in dragon form.   
 
    My dragon happily upchucked hot. copper-tasting lightning and onto the actor.  Kesi exploded.  Pieces of him splattered the audience.     
 
    After a long stunned few moments, the apprentice shed his fake chains.  Shaking, he stood and wiped gory fragments of dead-actor off him.  White-faced, he faced the crowd and spoke: “T-thus the mantle passes from a fading star to one ascending to a brighter glory.  It is Anubis’ will, that I exalt his noble name.  Therefore, he has spared me.” 
 
    I sighed.  The more things change, the more they stay the same.  Well, time to go home and take a bath in my new-found treasure. 
 
    I shifted into god-form and opened a shadow portal to the Red Moon.  Hovering on the threshold, I heard the jackal god howl in anguish.  The sound filled his temple and belled outward across the countryside. 
 
    Anubis has just lost the fight against the Rider or discovered the theft of his treasure room.  Either way, it is music to my ears. 
 
    I flew on golden wings into the portal.  Many an unknown battle still laid in wait.  But for now… 
 
    Life is good.  And it is good to be a god.  And better to be a rich god.  And the sooner the world knows about me, the sooner they can offer me a goats and lambs. 
 
    My inner dragon opened golden eyes in my mind.  A few cows wouldn’t hurt. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE: 
 
    THE STORM BREAKS 
 
      
 
      
 
    I walked out past the stage curtain, crossing the stage to where Spenser Browne sat behind his big desk.  The crowd’s response to my mystery appearance was low-key; they didn’t know who I was or why I’d been scheduled in place of some hot young Hollywood starlet pushing a new movie.  I wore my trademark black suit with red handkerchief poking out of the breast pocket, and an open-throated blood-red shirt.  I wore my black steel-toed boots because, no matter the occasion, you never know when you’re going to have stomp some liberal snowflake into submission.   
 
    Evil must always be opposed. 
 
    Browne gestured to the charcoal gray couch next to the desk.  This was the spot I’d been told to go to for the interview.  I sat, nodding a greeting to my host.  He didn’t offer to shake hands.  I could smell the fear and sweat rolling off of him; he’d seen what I could turn into, there was film footage of me going dragon.  He’d be showing that clip during this appearance.   
 
    Unless the Feds swooped in to interfere.  They did employ clairvoyants over at the covert Preternatural Response Agency.  They might have gotten word that I’d go public tonight.  A PR team could cut power and attempt to spirit me away before the cat officially escaped the bag.  That could only go badly as I was prepared to go full god-mode on their asses. 
 
    Browne faced the camera with the light that signaled it was the current on-air feed.  “Our guest needs an introduction because he is unknown to the general public, though not in his own shadowy kingdom.  I know that I will not be believed about his nature.  We are breaking ground here with revolutionary revelations.  There are those who will cry hoax when the see the film clip we’ll be showing soon.  But we have a live audience who will bear witness to a truth shrouded in legend and myth, but very real.”  He looked at me.  “You call yourself by the melodramatic name of Caine Deathwalker.” 
 
    Tittering arose from the audience.  People smiled like they sensed a punchline on the way. 
 
    Browne continued.  “You are a self-proclaimed demon lord, and dragon, and—as I understand—you’re a fairy.” 
 
    There’s a cheap shot. 
 
    “High King of Fairy, actually.” 
 
    “And in the supernatural world, you are a mover and shaker, a power!” Browne said. 
 
    “I am indeed.” 
 
    “And you do magic.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Can you show us some of this magic—without killing anyone.” 
 
    I smiled.  “I will try to restrain myself.”  
 
    Standing, I cast my host a sidelong glance.  “Do the mind if I get comfortable first, and take off my jacket?” 
 
    “Why, no.  Go ahead.”  This was part of the demonstration we’d agreed on. 
 
    I made a partial shift, growing scaled-down dragon wings from my back, which shredded my shirt and coat in the back.  I fanned my wings to show them as real, not some fake strapped on contraption.  To further show this, I shed the remnants of my coat and shirt so I stood bare from the waist up.  I took a step toward the audience and stopped.  I turned to show the wings sprouting from my shoulder blades.  This also showed off my Demon Wings tatt. 
 
    There was ooing and ahing in the audience. 
 
    Browne stood behind his desk. “Anyone brave enough to come down and touch these wings, raise your hands.”  There weren’t that many.  “We might close with that.  How about some magic first?” 
 
    That drew applause. 
 
    “Sure.”  I extended empty hands and reached into the ether, pulling from my L.A. armory.  I closed my hands upon the grips of a pair of PX4 Storm semi-automatics that popped out of thin air.   
 
    Now, the applause raged.  The people realized they were getting something special. 
 
    I showed them the guns, then made them vanish.  “How about a shotgun?” The shotgun popped into my hands, then vanished.  I raised my voice.  “Anybody got a request?” 
 
    Browne said, “Rocket launcher?” 
 
    One appeared in my hands.  I swung it around so everyone could see.  Then made it go.  “How about a sword?”  A rapier with a basket-style hilt appeared in my right hand, a dagger in my left.  I played games for another minute, ending with a bunch of floating will-o’-the-wisps. They glowed half a dozen pastel colors.  I sent them out over the audience.  Another camera panned to follow them.  The crowd murmured in enchantment.  The lights returned to me.  “Back to Fairy,” I commanded. 
 
    Happily, it looked like the Feds weren’t going to stop me.  Maybe they agreed with me that coming out of the closet was a necessity at this point. 
 
    I folded my wings to my back and sat back on the couch.   
 
    Browne sat as well.  Swiveling in his leather chair, he faced me, a serious expression on his face.  Behind him, a screen lowered into view.  Soon, the dragon clip would play. 
 
    “Mr. Deathwalker, you claim to be half dragon, hence the wings.  You can do better than that.”  He looked to the camera with the active light on it.  “Roll the clip!” 
 
    The clip ran for the audience and was sent out over the airwaves to play on TVs across the broadcast area.  By tomorrow, I knew the clip would be on TV stations across the country and the internet.  The clip had no breaks, no edits.  CGI wasn’t involved, though that would be claimed by many.  In the clip, I went from human form to dragon and spat lightning at some lead ingots, melting them to slag.   
 
    They brought me a live cow.  It took one look at my dragon and bolted.  The handler ran for cover.  I leaped into the air and pounced on the cow, killing it, letting my inner dragon rip it apart and devour it in bloody chunks. 
 
    The clip ended.  More applause raged.  The audience loved all this, though many still believed we were pulling a fast one.  I was sure that PETA would be protesting about the cow in record time—even though many of them ate hamburgers themselves. 
 
    Browne’s face took on a deep soberness.  The man had his expressions well-honed.  I admired this.  He said, “What is your other half?  Human?”   
 
    It was a question I’d told him to ask.  “I am what was once called a Villager, an off-shoot race of humans that were ancient Greek warriors and masters of shadow magic.” 
 
    “What else is out there that we humans don’t know about?” he asked. 
 
    Here was the point of my appearance: Time to out us all.  The only reason there will be no riots by morning is that so few will believe—at first. 
 
    I made an off-hand gesture.  “Oh, there are fey creatures, light and dark, vampires, werewolves, shapeshifters, demons and gods…” 
 
    “Demons!  Gods!” Browne exclaimed.  “Really now!” 
 
    I said, “A demon is just a creature from another dimension, a rather harsh reality that has shaped the life there into something humans might find fearful.  Therefore, when these paranormal Dreamers invade our reality, to steals a new life from humans, we call them demons.  A god or goddess is rare, just a person of vast power from outside our world.  Coming here, primitive societies called them deities.  If you don’t like demon, god, or goddess—preternatural entity is fine.” 
 
    The lights went out and flickered back on as if a massive power outage were rolling through the area.  And then I was no longer alone on the couch.  A hot blond sat next to me, literally appearing by magic.  From Browne’s vacant expression, this wasn’t part of his plan.  The blue-eyed blonde loosened a white-gold, foil scarf.  Her silver tipped cowgirl boots were crossed at the ankles.  She wore a man’s unbuttoned crimson duster.  Inside her coat, I spied a fancy shoulder holster with a gun’s black grip poking out.   
 
    Cassie.  Armed and dangerous.  I knew her; Grace’s mother, a top agent with the Preternatural Response Agency.  Apparently, the Feds were chiming in, letting the public know that they were being protected from bumps in the night, and had been for a long time.   
 
    Our tax dollars at work. 
 
    Browne looked at me.  “A friend of yours?” 
 
    “Yes, but also, a Fed assigned to deal with the supernatural so ordinary folks don’t have to worry about getting preyed upon.  I’ll let Cassie explain.” 
 
    She did.  In broad, reassuring details.  She didn’t tell them that she was a kitsune, a fox-spirit, a fox that could take on human form and do magic.  She didn’t say that plenty of humans got killed by evil preternaturals.  She made it sound like the government had the situation under control and all was well. 
 
    Cassie lies well. 
 
    Browne took out his handkerchief and mopped his forehead, making a show of it.  “Wow, I’ll sleep easier knowing that.  And such pretty protection.  Are all you Responders so easy on the eyes?” 
 
    A smile of mischief ghosted across Cassie’s face, there then gone.  “It’s not a requirement, but it helps when you’re luring some rogue vampire into a trap or trying to appear harmless to a werewolf in human form, keeping a tense situation toned-down so violence doesn’t erupt because a full-moon on the way has tempers frayed thin.” 
 
    Browne talked exclusively with her, knowing a crowd-pleasing bimbo when he saw one.  I figured he’d give me the boot at the next commercial break. 
 
    Just then, a new guest arrived, one dressed as I’d been when I first came out.  It was Kain, my stalker, in a fine Italian suit.  Zahra must have given him a heads up so he could be here as the official face of his people.   
 
    Damn.  Everyone’s high jacking my plan. 
 
    Kain carried his crimson-sword in its sheath, instead of strapping it to his back, so he could sit on the couch next to Cassie.  Kain gave Cassie a lustful leer, bowing to her, kissing her hand, then turning to wave at the audience like a superstar. 
 
    Browne sighed.  “Apparently, I’ve lost all control of my show.”  His stare caught Kain.  “Who exactly would you be?  Dracula?” 
 
    “Oh,” Kain said, “no one so young in the vampire world.  I am Kain, the first immortal, damned, marked by god for the crime of killing my brother Abel.  The self-righteous jerk had it coming, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” Browne echoed. 
 
    Kain sat down, smiling wide so the cameras could catch his fangs. 
 
    Browne stared off stage.  “Any witches or werewolves over there waiting to come out?  We should get it over with.” 
 
    No one else came out, but then, we were more than enough.   
 
    There was a stir and shouting offstage, then the Red Centipede Rider walked out in her chain mail bikini, a massive sword balanced over her shoulder.  Thankfully, the centipede wasn’t with her. 
 
    Browne took one look at the near naked redhead and a smile burst out.  “And they say there is no god.” 
 
    Red smiled.  “Goddess, actually.  I’m a goddess from a savage hell-dimension, and a famous monster slayer.  I defend humanity with my sword and trusty steed.” 
 
    Kain stared coolly as she upstaged him.  “I asked you to wait in the limo.” 
 
    “But I heard Caine was here!”  She waved at me. 
 
    I waved back. 
 
    “You are a real goddess?” Browne asked.  “I just might have to go back to church.” 
 
    She looked at him, wide-eyed, and lifted her sword to point over her head, a triumphant warrior-goddess.  “I am the Red Centipede Rider!”  Her words echoed with unnatural force. 
 
    “Stay tuned.  More of this later,” Browne said.  “Time for a commercial break.” 
 
    While we had only the studio audience, I turned to Browne.  “By the way, you might be interested to know that the goddess is a holy virgin who has promised to give herself to anyone able to beat her with a sword.  When we come back, you might want to ask her about that.” 
 
    His eyes remained on Red.  “Maybe I should take up fencing.” 
 
    I had the feeling that swordplay would become a major national interest in the weeks to come.  With Red as part of the deal, I suspected acceptance by mainstream society might be easier than I’d thought. 
 
    I certainly hope so. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A NOTE TO MY FANS: this book concludes the first cycle of Caine Deathwalker: his coming of age.  The second cycle will be the War against the Unzar, the Flawless invaders from beyond.  They will be revealed in book 11.  But before then, a special interim offering is coming: a spin-off adventure showing Caine at the age of thirteen, being raised by demons.  This is the story of his first steps toward ultimate power—of how he gets his first tattoo, Demon Wings, and the bloody carnage that follows.  For more, see the excerpt below.   
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    Gorfish laughed as he stood over my body, my blood dripping off his fist.  I clenched my jaws shut, breathing shallowly to keep the agony of cracked ribs from distracting me. One eye started to swell shut.  My lip had split as well.  I tasted sweet iron. 
 
    They want to enjoy my pain.  Well, they can go fuck themselves raw with a rusty spoon. 
 
    I laid on the marble floor, one level under the Dining Hall.  I’d been avoiding these guys by grabbing food from the kitchen, bypassing the area where most of the demon clan took communal meals.  Apparently, that wasn’t going to work anymore. 
 
     Zounds came up and to stare down at me.  “He’s not dead, is he?  The Old Man will be pissed if we’ve killed his pet human.” 
 
    “Not dead,” Gorfish said.  “He’s not that lucky.  Little piss-ant needs to learn to stay in his suite, and not stink up the place with his human genes.  Then, this wouldn’t happen.”  His clothes clung to his stocky body, wet with water vapor.  His demon magic was water based, elemental.  And he looked like a humanoid carp. 
 
    “Funny smell is right.  But are you sure it’s human?  I heard he’s half leprechaun or something, which is why Lauphram took him in.  He could even have some demon blood in him.” 
 
    “A half-demon isn’t demon enough for my tastes.” 
 
    Little piss-ant?   I’m just some tiny bug in need of stomping?  Fuck that!   
 
    I wished I was half leprechaun; I’d steal all their luck for life.  I kicked upward, catching Gorfish in the balls.  His knees went together.  He howled like a wounded buffalo, bending, his head dropping low.  I kicked his face and he reeled backwards and crashed to the floor. 
 
    Zounds grabbed me by the shirt and lifted me off the floor, and off my feet.  He seemed to be made from amber, translucent, a storm elemental.  Little worms of electrical current bled off his hands.  He thought to burn me, but I felt an easing of pain.  Something about the electrical charge seemed to speed up my healing.   
 
    I made a mental note of that fact for later use. 
 
    Meanwhile, having only one bully left, I had better strike fast and haul ass.  Zounds was a full-grown demon, but my strength was off the charts for a thirteen-year-old. That’s why my dedicated tormentors were limited to the stupid who thought they knew Lauphram and could do what they wanted when he wasn’t looking. 
 
    Zound’s hands were four-fingered counting a double-jointed thumb.  I seized his small fingers and bent them backwards.  They snapped.  He screamed and dropped me.  I landed and kicked his knee.  I felt sad it didn’t break, just folded under him.  This brought his head into range.  I slammed a knee into his nose.  He fell backwards, no longer screaming. 
 
    I ran. 
 
    And got three steps.  A sphere of water formed around my head.  I stopped, swerved right, reversed left, trying to shed the water ball before I drowned on my feet.  Gorfish was on his knees, grinning like a madman.  I think I’d pushed him way too far.  He’d kill me and justify it to Lauphram later. 
 
    I figured I was dead; too much water to drink.  I heard pops, distorted by the water sphere.   
 
    Gunshots?   
 
    Gorfish’s head came apart in a red froth, bone shards spraying everywhere.  And the water globe I wore collapsed, splashing down my body onto the floor.   
 
    Turning, I saw my rescuer, a girl close to my own age, maybe a year older.  Her eyes shone green.  She had black-diamond pupils but otherwise looked human.  Her top was lacy silk, midnight blue.  And she wore black leather pants with red stitching.  Her sneakers were cherry pink with lime laces.  Long black hair framed a narrow face.  Her hair fanned like raven wings as she strolled toward me and flipped back her leather long coat, holstering pearl-handled revolvers in hip holsters.   
 
    She showed no emotion over the killing.  It made me like her all at once, that and saving my life.   
 
    She stopped a foot away, looking me over with a critical gaze.  “Hi, Caine.  I’m here to kidnap you.  I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    “If I say no?”   
 
    Not that I’d mind being kidnapped by her.  The girl’s majorly hot.  And it would get me away from demon scum for a while, giving me a chance to clear up my bruises. 
 
    She leaned into me and draped her arms over my shoulders.  She smelled of lilac.   
 
    Nice. 
 
    She sighed.  “I don’t want to hurt you.  I like you.  But the others, they expect me to bring you in with no fuss.  I’m the leader.  You’ll make me look bad if you don’t cooperate.”  She peered into my eyes.  “Please?” 
 
    She likes me? 
 
    “Considering the dead body, Low Fuss has left the building along with Elvis.” 
 
    “I did save your life,” she pressed. 
 
    “Do you have a name?” 
 
    “Julia.  I’m half dragon.” 
 
    That’s interesting.  Don’t dragons usually have large caches of gold and jewels? 
 
    “Do I have to have my hands tied?” I asked. 
 
    “No.  Because it’s you, I’ll accept your word of honor that you’ll behave.”  
 
    “I need to leave a note for Lauphram.  He likes me to touch bases.”   
 
    She stepped back.  “Don’t worry.  Colt and Zahra are dropping off the ransom note as we speak.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Great.  Let’s go.” 
 
    A magic portal opened behind her.  It was icy-blue and plummeted the room temperature.  Another kid stood inside the swirling vortex.  He, too, looked close to our ages, thin, frail, with a girlish beauty.  There was a subtle point to his ears and his icy blue eyes matched the color of his magic.  He wore white denim jeans with stronger hints of pale blue along the seams, a white, puffy pirate shirt with laces in front, and medium blue sneakers.  A blue backpack rode on his back.  He wore his white hair long with dagger-like bangs slanting in front.   
 
    He smiled.  “Julia, ready to go?” 
 
    She smiled back.  “We’re ready, Colin.” 
 
    He nodded.  “Good.  Xan’s having way too much fun playing with clan security.” 
 
    That explains the alarms I heard earlier.  They’ve got a fifth person creating a distraction outside while they walk around inside, doing what they want. 
 
    “Just who are you people?” I asked. 
 
    Colin’s grin widened.  “We are the Legion of Five!” 
 
    Five of them, making up a legion all by themselves? 
 
    Julia stamped her foot.  “That wasn’t the name we agreed to!” 
 
    Still smiling, Colin said, “I guess we’re stuck with it now.” 
 
      Julia grabbed my arm and all but dragged me into the portal.  It closed behind us and opened ahead.  We stepped out onto the roof of the clan garage, looking over at the clan house itself.  There was a lot of yelling, and the sound of gunfire from below.   
 
    “Way too much fun,” Colin repeated.  His portal standing open behind him. 
 
    A moment later, a kid climbed over the edge to join us on the garage roof. 
 
    Xan, I suppose. 
 
    She wore expense clothes, a full suit and tie, the tie loosened, the top shirt button opened.  A rapier hung from a leather belt she’d buckled around her coat at the waist.  Otherwise, she looked like a kid from some private academy.  There was a winged shield- on her breast pocket. The patch had a laurel leaf crown underneath, and on the shield: an open book with torch in front of it.  In the fire, was a golden key.   
 
    Flat-chested, short haired, and in boy’s clothes; it had taken a moment for me to realize Xan was a girl.  I wondered how she’d gotten a respectable academy to let her bend the dress code this way.  She had azure skin and short-cropped indigo hair that spiked in all directions.  Her eyes were pure gold, metallic, widening as she saw me.  
 
    “You got him?  Good!”  Xan ran past us and threw herself into the portal.   
 
    Julia pushed me in next.  It whisked us away.  The next thing I knew, I stood in an abandoned warehouse: dark, filthy, silent, with a dingy light coming through the dust-caked windows.  Cob webs filled rafters.  The floor was oil-stained concrete.  Manufacturing had once gone on here once, and auto repair.  Someone had thrown a good Persian rug down, there were a couple ice chests, six bedrolls, and battery powered lights of some kind. 
 
    Julia grinned at me.  “Welcome to our secret lair!” 
 
    Another portal opened, this one red-copper.  It felt stronger in magic.  I didn’t know how I knew, but I thought it true.  A boy and girl emerged, walking hand in hand.  The portal closed behind them, and there were six of us in all: the Legion of Five, and me.  The new girl looked foreign with dusky skin, black eyes, and thick black hair that fell down her back.  She carried a small jar with blue ink in it.   
 
    A weird thought came to me.  If my guardian Lauphram were to bleed, that’s the color it would be.  
 
    The guy with her had midnight-red hair and red-copper eyes that matched the color of his magic.  He wore a black, hooded sweatshirt with a big white skull on it, faded jeans, and red sneakers with black laces.  He smiled at me like I was his long-lost brother or something; an open, accepting smile with no deception at all. 
 
    No way am I trusting this guy. 
 
    He came closer.  “I’m Colt.  We’re here to help you.” 
 
    “Getting kidnapped is for my own good?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded.  “This time, you bet.” 
 
    Julia went to the foreign-looking girl and took the small jar from her.  “You got his blood!” 
 
    “Piece of cake,” the girl said.  “I smiled and said please.  And traded him three very good trade tips on the stock market for the coming few months.” 
 
    Interesting.  That suggests she’s a seer. 
 
    Colin smiled at her.  “You did good.” 
 
    She blushed. 
 
    Xan said, “Next stop, Talon City, the Underground.” 
 
    I stared at her.  “You’re kidding.  That place is just a myth.” 
 
    Colt said, “We need to hurry.  We’ll be late.” 
 
    “For what?” I asked. 
 
    Colin grinned at me.   “An appointment with Destiny.” 
 
    I turned, sliding my gaze across the group.  “Who are you people, really?” 
 
    “You can’t know,” Colt said.  “When we’re done, you won’t remember our names or faces.  It has to be this way for the stability of the temporal multiverse.”  He grinned.  “Sorry.” 
 
    Julia slammed a metal circlet across my forehead.  It pressed in along my temples, nearly burning my skin with icy magic.  The circlet had the same smell as Colin.  It felt like something his magic had shaped.   
 
    I tried to pull it off. My hands wouldn’t grip.  I couldn’t remove the band. 
 
    Colin dropped his smile.  The sympathy in his stare looked real, but I didn’t buy it.  He said, “That’s a fey geas generator.  As long as you wear it, you will do what any of us tells you.  And when we tell you it’s time to forget us, you’ll do that, too.” 
 
    Xan rested her hand on the hilt of her sword.  “Meanwhile, the mission calls.  Can we just get on with it?” 
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