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    ONE 
 
      
 
    “Monsters are inside us all.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    SANTA CATALINA ISLAND, OFF THE CALIFORNIA COAST.  LAUPHRAM DEMON CLAN HOUSE, THE MID-SEVENTIES. 
 
      
 
    Lauphram made me stand beside him, not even offering me a footstool.  I was here to be seen, not to be comfortable.  He filled the massive throne, sheathed in ribbed, blue-foil robes with sapphire-and-gold armbands and amulets.  He didn’t bother with a crown for his shiny blue bald head.   
 
    Kaden, the First Sword, entered the Great Hall, strutting like a rooster—his usual disdain of others a miasma around him that smelled of scorched earth.  His attitude was natural for a fire-winged ifrit, a fallen djinn.  Only the Old Man outranked him in the demon clan.   
 
    And now me.   
 
    I never wanted to be a demon prince.  As a mongrel halfling, I had the safety of a low profile—usually.  My face hurt.  I’d gotten it in the way of someone’s fist despite my best efforts to stay in the shadows and avoid trouble.   
 
    Life among demons is a bitch and a half.   
 
    Kaden stopped several yards from the dais, all the clan warriors at his back.  They bowed to the Old Man, ignoring me.  The First Sword wasn’t shy, letting his distaste of me show.  As usual, he stared over my head if he had to look my way at all.  The I-don’t-see-you crap was meant to piss me off.  It worked.   
 
    The only reason I didn’t punch him out was the fact that he’d have broken me into small pieces with delight, one arm tied behind his back.  I could throw a few demon curses and manipulate demon elemental magic leaked by demons or fey, but Kaden’s unnatural fire magic could reduce me to ashes in seconds.   
 
    He stood six-five with muscles on top of muscles.  Yellow flames fluttered over his red scalp.  Like the Old Man, he was hair-challenged.  I had good hair.  Perhaps that was the real source of his hatred.  He also wanted the Old Man’s throne bad enough to kill for it.  His lust for power was as much a part of him as his sulfurous flatulence, something his minions were smart enough not to comment on. 
 
    I’d survived in the clan as the Old Man’s pet human for thirteen years now.  Being unranked, not really even a person, had provided a mirage of safety, until that changed last week.   
 
    I swallowed hard, missing like hell that ripped away illusion.   
 
    Lauphram had long warned me not to give Kaden any reason to come after me.  
 
    And yet now, he’s given the First Sword every reason to do so.   Not that Kaden will act directly.  He’ll let his butt-sniffers eat me alive and take the blame for him if there’s fall-out.  Demon games... 
 
    The First Sword straightened, his red-ember eyes alive with licking flames that climbed through his eyebrows.  He wore red-enameled armor made out of manticore-tail chitin.  A bloody cloak spilled fore and aft, almost reaching the ground. Gold-rimmed, ruby pins made the drapery resemble a Roman toga from past centuries.   A blue-steel chain cinched his waist, keeping his scabbard at his side.  His sheathed blade—Endless Heat—was an absurdly long bastard sword forged centuries ago from the black-iron bones of a magma giant.  The cursed weapon had a dark reputation for eventually betraying its master to a flaming death in battle, but fire’s the last thing an ifrit fears.   
 
    If only I could make him afraid of me. 
 
    Kaden boomed.  “You have summoned and I have come.” 
 
    Way to state the obvious. 
 
    “So, you have.”  The Old Man’s voice boomed louder, winning an unvoiced contest.  Even deeper, came the rumble of dark, indoor clouds hanging overhead, obscuring the cathedral ceiling.  Little jags of violet lightning slithered in those clouds, playing hide-and-seek with no one.  Damp with salt spray, a straying wind moistened the air.  The demons in the hall looked up and blanched, those capable of showing such a reaction.  Not all of those present were humanoid or even had faces. 
 
    I didn’t bother getting excited.  Living in the Old Man’s personal suite, lightning, thunder, and sudden squalls of rain were irritatingly familiar to me.  Early in life, leaving me half dead, he’d trained me with elemental onslaughts so he wouldn’t have to bathe me.  Lauphram was known as the last Atlantean demon, a master of shadow magic, and a summoner of storms.   
 
    The one overhead indicated he was not in a good mood.  He said, “Do you see the heir beside me?” 
 
    Much against his will, Kaden looked, pouring contempt on me.  He made a point not to include his not-too-hidden hatred in that look.  Hatred implied he cared enough to hate.  It might also be taken as defiance of Lauphram who’d named me his heir.  While Kaden didn’t fear me, no sane demon pushed Lauphram too hard about anything. 
 
    Kaden looked back to the Old Man.  “I see the manling.” 
 
    “Does he look uglier than usual?” Lauphram asked. 
 
    Kaden’s eyes popped wide at that question.  “Ugly enough, I suppose.  I’m not an expert.  I try not to soil my eyes with such things.” 
 
    Big news there!  Damn, if only I had a spell to smack that firefly down.   
 
    Unfortunately, Lauphram only taught me mercenary arts, useless bits of sorcery, and a butt-load of magical theory.  I could create witch-light—cold balls of non-sentient energy, to follow me around, or to throw at pigeons.  I could make of shadow knives, and levitate four whole feet.  I could hold my own against humans, but I wasn’t among them. 
 
    Lauphram gestured toward my face with one of his massive blue hands.  “His face is bruised.  He tells me he slipped on a wet floor.  On other occasions, he has apparently gotten his hand caught in closing doors.  Apparently, the clan house is full of random dangers that have escaped our attention all these years.” 
 
    Kaden crowded his flaming eyebrows together and nodded sadly.  “Clumsiness is not an endearing trait.”  He brightened, lifting his eyebrows.  “Would you like me to take it to the beach and drown it in the surf?  It would be no trouble whatsoever.” 
 
    “That will not be necessary.  All I ask is that his ugliness not be enhanced.  As my personal attendant, I have to look at him upon daily.  If I want him battered, bruised, swollen, bleeding, or broken, I will do it myself.  That is my privilege.  If someone here thinks they have the right to destroy what is mine, and steal that privilege, step forth now and say so.” 
 
    There was a savage flash of lightning from the ceiling.  Lauphram caught the bolt and wrapped it around his blue hands, playing with the elemental energy like it was a kitten.  The chasing boom obliterated the possibility of an immediate answer.  The concussive wave staggered me, but I stayed on my feet, wondering if I’d ever hear again.  The thunder growled into extinction.  Back behind Kaden, the ranked warriors who’d staggered out of line, put themselves back in order.  
 
    Demons whispered. Fearful glances were thrown at Lauphram.  They knew he could easily destroy all he’d built. And being a chaotic-neutral personality, there was no telling just what might trigger mass destruction.  Here was the ancient demon who’d sunk Atlantis for reasons he’d never explained. 
 
    The lightning faded out of his grasp, grounding into his body and the throne.  I was glad to be wearing rubber soled sneakers as wiggles of electricity shot past my toes.   
 
    Lauphram’s stare panned the room.  “Anyone?” 
 
    Kaden answered softly.  “Perhaps, your naming him as heir—a truly fine joke—has inadvertently angered some of the lower minions who feel they are worthier, that anyone is worthier, of such honor.  I will have Weasel investigate this matter.” 
 
    I didn’t see him here.  Weasel was our Head of Intelligence and covert ops.  He worked closely with Kaden. 
 
    Bastards of a feather. 
 
    Lauphram waved the words away.  “No need.  My shadows catch all the whispers when I bother to listen.  Anyone who dislikes my choice of heir just needs to tell me I’m wrong.  I dislike bullies and cowards.  Dealing with such distractions takes time from my magical researches.”   
 
    Lauphram turned his stare on me.  “Boy, are you sure you don’t want to name those who deserve my justice?” 
 
    And be a snitch as well as a lowly human-mix?  At least my enemies come at me openly.  I don’t want to have watch for poison in my food or magical ambushes.   
 
     I drew a deep breath.  “I won’t be weak forever.  One day, I will do the breaking.”  I stared straight at Kaden as I said it. 
 
    His lips curled into a sneer of disbelief.  He snorted contempt without returning my stare.   
 
    And in the back shadows of my mind, golden eyes opened that were in no way human.  The black pupils were vertical slits.  Clearly inhuman. 
 
    Holy fuck! 
 
    Kaden’s attitude had stirred something awake in me I hadn’t known was there.  A fierce rage shivered my inner darkness.  A roar was torn from my lips.  My hand stabbed at the ceiling.  In answer, massive jags of electrical fire leaped to me, answering my call.  And I was blasted off my feet, my clothes burning on my body.  I hit hard.   
 
    On the edge of consciousness, I heard the Old Man’s voice: “Gosh Darn it to dry heat!  See what you idiots have done?  If I have to replace this experimental subject at this stage, years of research will be wasted. You have no idea whatsoever of the dangerous magics I’ve blended in him.” 
 
    In…me…? 
 
    The golden eyes in my head blinked lazily. 
 
    Shaken, Kaden’s voice was dull and contrite.  “Apologies, Lord Lauphram.  I had not realized the creature served an actual purpose.” 
 
    “Clear the room!” Lauphram roared. 
 
    I heard armored bodies moving off, and Lauphram’s steps approaching. He knelt beside me, blue-foil robes rustling, shimmering.  His palm, black as endless night, covered my eyes.  I smelled the scent of demon magic: smoking wax, rotting blood, and the sweetness of licorice vine.  His voice compelled.  “Forget these last few minutes.  You did not call lightning from my storm.  You just fell down.  Again.  Nothing special happened.” 
 
    Nothing special… 
 
    The golden eyes in the back shadows of my mind closed, leaving me alone again. 
 
    I drifted in darkness, carried by a dark sea toward an unknown shore.  Pain was a distant thing, so of course, it came looking me up.  I grew acutely aware of aching lungs and burns on my torso.  My fingers tingled.  I opened my eyes.  Lifted to my feet, I blinked.  Looking down, I saw my clothes hanging in singed tatters. 
 
    “What the fuck!” 
 
    From the corner of my eye, I saw a shadow hand forming a second before it hit.   The cuff staggered me a little but left me unconcussed as always.  The hand dissolved as I straightened. 
 
    He said, “You know I don’t like hearing such unrefinement.  It reflects badly on me as your teacher and owner.”  He grinned, a flash, there and gone. 
 
    “Owner!?” 
 
    “Don’t change the subject.  And keep your language out of the gutter.” 
 
    I lied.  “Sorry.” 
 
    “If you can’t control yourself, someone always will.  Is that what you want?” 
 
    “Hel—uh, I mean, heck no.  That would be gosh-darned unpleasant.” 
 
    He loomed over me, staring into my face.  Suddenly, he smiled.  “See?  I knew you could use your words to better effect.” 
 
    I smiled back, glad he wasn’t telepathic.   
 
    Go copulate your blue ass with an auger’s bit. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWO 
 
      
 
    “We fight because death is no fun.” 
 
      
 
                                                            —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Obsessed with some hot new piece of magic research, the Old Man hadn’t stocked our suite’s pantry in a while.  I took a roundabout path, heading to the kitchen by way of the basement.  I knew better than to set foot in the communal mess hall.  Keeping a low profile, I sought to avoid trouble, not that it worked since Fate’s a flaming asshole.   
 
    Smashed to the floor, I clenched my teeth, breathing shallowly to keep the agony of cracked ribs from distracting me. One eye swelled shut.  My lip was split.  I tasted sweet iron as I spit blood. 
 
    Breathing heavily, Zounds hung back, prepared to discourage potential witnesses.  His buddy Gorfish laughed, standing over my bruised and aching body.  My blood dripping off his fist.  They enjoyed my pain.  That was natural for demons who win few humanitarian awards.   
 
    I voiced my displeasure.  “The dickless wonders are compensating again, I see.”  
 
    Gorfish kicked at my head, catching my raised arms instead, sending me skidding away into a wall.  The impact of my head dented the wall, dazing me a moment. 
 
    Zounds came over to stare down at me.  “He’s not dying, is he?  The Old Man will be pissed if we’ve killed his pet.” 
 
    “Not dead,” Gorfish said.  “He’s not that lucky.  Little pissant needs to learn to stay in his room and not stink up the place with his half-human ass.  Then, this won’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 smelling is right,” Zounds said, “but are you sure it’s got any demon blood at all?  I heard he’s goblin and part leprechaun.” 
 
    “Whatever, he’s not demon enough.” 
 
    Just some tiny bug in need of squishing?  Fuck that!  I wish I was half leprechaun; I’d steal all your luck for life, dildo breath.   
 
    They were actually being careful not to use a lethal level of force.  Under clan law, I couldn’t kill in self-defense unless there was an actual threat to my life.  The power of life and death were held by three: Lauphram, Kaiden, and Weasel.   
 
    Fortunately, the power of pain resided in my foot.  I kicked upward, catching Gorfish in the balls so he only felt like he was dying.  His knees banged together.  He bellowed like a wounded buffalo, bending, his head dropping low.  I kicked his face.  He reeled and crashed to the floor. 
 
    Zounds grabbed me by the shirt and lifted me off the floor, into the air.  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 speeded my recovery.   
 
    After the last assembly, Kaden had hunted me down and used a magic-imbued marker to scribble across my neck, where my hair hid the demon spell.  The sigil caused rapid healing from injuries.  I was under no illusion he’d done this to help me out.  The spell let his minions torture me, leaving no evidence I could take to Lauphram. 
 
    I made a mental note of the electrical effect on my physiology for later investigation.  Meanwhile, having only one bully left, I needed to strike fast and haul ass.  Zounds was a full-grown demon, but my strength was off the charts for a thirteen-year-old.   
 
    Training under Lauphram had given me a number of kills; the first one when I was seven, a human grifter cheating in one of our Avalon City casinos.  The Old Man had decided I needed to internalize the “right to kill” before liberal bullshit contaminated my soul with guilt.   
 
    The end result was that I could shoot as coldly as any of Kaiden’s people, not that they knew.  I’d also mastered some lethal martial arts strikes.  But showing any of that was not wise.  I wanted to limit my tormentors to the stupid who thought they could do what they wanted when Lauphram wasn’t looking.  If it were known I had dangerous skills, a higher class of demon warrior would be seeking me out to test me.  Half serious demons were bad enough. 
 
    Well, time for a surprise. 
 
    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 sadness when it didn’t break, only crumpling 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.  I figured I was dead; too much water to drink.  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 heard pops, distorted by the water sphere.   
 
    Gunshots?   
 
    Gorfish’s head came apart in a red froth, bone shards spraying everywhere.  The water globe I wore collapsed, splashing down my body onto the floor as the magic died.   
 
    Turning, I saw my rescuer: a girl near my own age, maybe a year older, green eyes shining.  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 her saving my life.   
 
    She stopped a foot away, staring 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 mind.  The girl’s majorly hot.  And a kidnapping would get me away from demon slime 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?  Does she even know me? 
 
    “Considering the dead body, Low Fuss has left the building along with Elvis.” 
 
    “I saved 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 base.”   
 
    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 teen stood inside the swirling vortex.  He looked close to our ages, thin, frail, with a girlish softness to his male features.  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 puffy white pirate shirt with laces in front, and medium blue sneakers.  A blue backpack hugged his back.  He wore his white hair long with dagger-like bangs slanting in front.   
 
    He smiled.  “Julia, ready to go?” 
 
    She smiled back.  “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.  The tunnel of light 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 below.   
 
    “Way too much fun,” Colin repeated.  His portal stood open behind him. 
 
    A moment later, a kid climbed over the edge to join us on the roof. 
 
    Xan, I suppose. 
 
    Flat-chested, short haired, in boy’s clothes; it took a moment to realize Xan was a girl.  She wore a black 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.  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 darted 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 coated the rafters and the floor was oil-stained concrete.  I saw a forgotten fender.  Auto repair had gone on here once.   
 
    The icy portal closed.   
 
    Julia grinned.  “Welcome to our secret lair!” 
 
    Making it homey, someone had thrown a good Persian rug down, ten-by-fifteen with a white fringe.  There were a couple ice chests, six bedrolls, and battery powered lanterns. 
 
    Another portal opened, this one red-copper.  Its magic felt much stronger.  A boy and girl emerged, walking hand in hand.  The portal remained open behind them.  That made 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 streamed down her back.  She carried a small jar with blue ink in it.  A weird thought came to me: 
 
    If 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 do I trust this guy. 
 
    He came closer and nodded a greeting.  “I’m Colt.  We’re here to help you.” 
 
    “Getting kidnapped is for my own good?” 
 
    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 month.” 
 
    Interesting.  She’s a seer. 
 
    Colin smiled at her.  “You did good, Zahra.” 
 
    She blushed. 
 
    Xan said, “Next stop, Talon City, the Underground.” 
 
    I stared at her.  “You’re kidding.  That place is just a myth.” 
 
     “We need to hurry.  We’ll be late,” Colt said. 
 
    “For what?” I asked. 
 
    Colin grinned. “An appointment with bloody-soaked Destiny.” 
 
    I turned, sizing them up.  “Who are you people, really?” 
 
    “You can’t know,” Colt said.  “When we’re done, you won’t remember us.  It has to be this way for the stability of the temporal multiverse.”  He grinned without repentance.  “Sorry.” 
 
    Julia slammed a metal circlet across my forehead.  It pressed tight at my temples, nearly burning my skin with icy magic.  The circlet had the same wintergreen smell as Colin, and felt like something his magic had shaped.   
 
    I tried to tear it off but 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’re ready to return to the future—and tell you it’s time to forget us—you will.” 
 
    Xan rested her hand on the hilt of her sword.  “Meanwhile, the mission calls.  Can we just get on with it? I haven’t killed anything all day.  Only that First Sword guy even made me break a sweat.” 
 
    “Let’s go!”  Colt led the way into his red-copper portal.   
 
    The others followed. So, did I.  I tried to drag my feet and become dead weight, but I’d lost control over me.  The damn headband compelled me to follow, taking Colt’s words as a direct order.   
 
    They could have picked anyone to enslave.  I guess they wanted someone with experience. 
 
    I carried that realization into the red-copper vortex.  The poral sealed shut behind us and gravity fluttered.  There was a sense of being shot out of a canon as the forward part of the tunnel flared open.  The others stepped out onto a granite street, stumbling slightly to regain balance.  Julia and Colt appeared to be more experienced, landing in a casual pose that made leaping worlds look easy. 
 
    I was dumped out at high velocity, as if the poral were picking on me.  I hit, shielding my face with my forearms, and bounced into a long skid.  Coming to a stop, I wiggled in search of broken bones.  They seemed intact but hurt.  “Fuck!” I whispered.  
 
    Under Lauphram’s stern reign, I’d learn to be subtle in expressing my feelings.  My step-father insisted that civilized beings should use their words and not get lazy, substituting profanity.  The first time I heard that, I told him to go fuck himself with a thesaurus.  When I awoke from being slapped into a wall by a hand composed of shadow magic, I decided to pick my battles a little better. 
 
    Xan grabbed my shirt collar and lifted me bodily off the street.  She did this effortlessly, setting me down on my feet, dusting me off with a savage smile.  “Wasn’t that fun?” 
 
    “Sure,” I lied.   
 
    I looked around. We stood on a gray street, businesses everywhere, and a great vault of darkness overhead.  There were street lamps lit with an eldritch green glow.  I saw magical creatures: leprechauns, taurs, beastmen, and sorcerers in exotic robes.  A four-foot dwarf staggered by, a battle axe strapped to his back that was almost as big as he was.  He guzzled from a wineskin and paid us no attention.  A few tiny fairies zoomed along on transparent wings, leaving glitter in the cold air. 
 
    “This is really it?” I asked.  “Talon City, the Underground?” 
 
    “It is,” Colt said.  “Word of warning, stealing here is a capital offense so whatever you do, don’t get caught.” 
 
    “Words to live by,” I said.   
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THREE 
 
      
 
    “Dragons cause pain.  It’s who they are, 
 
    what they do.  And they do it well.” 
 
      
 
                                                            —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Shirtless, I lay face down on the cushioned bench.  I had a wonderful view of red-and-white checkered floor tiles, and had an expectation of great pain.  My kidnappers were deep in discussion with the owner of this place, a man called Red.  Apparently, he had no issue with me being underage for a tattoo, but then, this was the mythical and legendary Underground, a nexus point for multiple realities.  I got the impression that the only thing illegal here was interfering with the tourist trade. 
 
    My greatest fear was that I’d be stuck with something really stupid and could never again take off my shirt at pool parties.  Not that I went to those.   
 
    Xan came around so I could see her black slacks and the sheathed rapier at her side.  She knelt, bringing her face into my range of view as my head hung off the padded bench.  She took my face in both hands, an intimate gesture.  Her antique-golden eyes shone with happiness as she smiled.  “You’re so lucky!  This is really going to hurt.” 
 
    “I suppose it will be cool to be the only kid around with a tatt—long as it’s not a smiley face or something like that—but what do you guys get out of all this?” I asked. 
 
    Her smile widened.  “I get the joy of watching you suffer.  Maybe they’ll even let me lick away some of the blood.” 
 
    “I saw you in daylight.  You can’t be a vampire.” 
 
    “Some vamps can withstand daylight, the really old ones, but, no, I’m not a vamp.” 
 
    “So, what are you?” I asked. 
 
    The more information I have, the better to turn the tables later. 
 
    Her face came closer.  Our cheeks brushed.  She licked my ear and whispered.  “We are those that love you best.  And I’m your little sister.” 
 
    Just what I need, an honorary sister with a streak of perversity a mile wide. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said. 
 
    She pulled back so I could see her face again.  “You don’t believe me?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Well, as much as I love to lie, it happens to be true.  I can tell you because you’re not going to remember anyway.  In the future, the Old Man will get married to someone who’s blood related to you.  I’ll be born in the next millennium, half demon and half…something else.” 
 
    If this was true, that other half from her mom carried the secret of what I really was.  Here was an answer I’d long searched for.  Trembling with eagerness on the inside, I tried for nonchalance.  “So, um, Xan, what are you besides demon?” 
 
    Her grin revealed shark-like teeth.  “Aw, that would be telling.  I think it’s funner to watch you trying to put it all together.” 
 
    “Funner’s not a word,” I said. 
 
    Her grin vanished.  “Are you sure?  Well, now it is.  No one ever told you language is a living thing that bleeds easy?” 
 
    Steps echoed on the tile as someone approached.  “Xan, beware of TMI.”  It was Colt’s voice. 
 
    What the hell is TMI? 
 
    “He’s not going to remember,” Xan said. 
 
    “I know,” Colt said.  “Still, we need to be discrete.  Red can hear.  And there are scryers and seers out there other than Zahra.  Get sloppy with our info and you risk changes in the timeline.  You could also put targets on our backs here and now.” 
 
    “That’s a bad thing?” Xan asked. 
 
    Colt sighed.  “In this time, we can’t afford to kill in self-defense.  That might alter the timeline.” 
 
    Actually, no.  If people are dead because you go back in time, then not to kill will change the timeline if that’s already part of history.  He probably knows that, and is just trying to keep Xan in check. 
 
    Xan huffed, finally letting go of my face.  “Well, that’s no fun.” 
 
    “Which is fine,” Colt said.  “We’re here to work.  We have a job to do.” 
 
    “Making me suffer,” I said. 
 
    “Exactly.”  Colt’s steps echoed as he walked away. 
 
    More steps approached.  I heard a stool dragged up beside me.  “Hello, young man.  I know this is new to you, your first tatt.  I want you to know you’re in good hands.  I’ve never yet lost a customer.  That I know of.  I’ve looked over the drawing.  It’s in two pieces.  Normally, I’d outline everything, then fill in the shapes with two later appointments.  But I can smell what you are so we’ll just do it all in one go.  You can handle it.” 
 
    “You are obviously insane,” I said.  “One day, I will hunt you down and kill you for this.” 
 
    “A great tattoo can get you laid,” Red said, “often.” 
 
    “Okay, maybe I’ll just hurt you a little.” 
 
    Xan laughed.  “You’ve got guts, Caine.  Trash talking the dragon who’ll be stabbing you with needles.  That’s inviting even more pain.  He could hit bone on purpose.” 
 
    She makes me sound stupid.  Actually, I am. 
 
    “Forget I said anything,” I told Red. 
 
    “Sure.”  He chuckled in a sinister manner.  I heard something swish in water.   
 
    Xan stood close so I had a view of her uniform crotch.  It didn’t do anything for me.   
 
    She said, “You’re going to wash his back?  Can I do it?” 
 
    Red laughed.  “It takes so little to make some people happy.  Sure, darlin’.  Here you go.” 
 
    Xan laid a hand on my back, leaning into me while reaching for something.   
 
    I spoke into her crotch.  “What’s going on?” 
 
    She pulled back and rested something on my head.  
 
    A bucket? 
 
    Something wet splattered between my shoulder blades, a sponge maybe.  Xan used circular motions, working shoulder to shoulder, and halfway down my back.  The weight came off my head. 
 
    “Here’s the sterile rinse water,” Red said. 
 
    A new weight returned to my head.  Xan spent some time wiping off the soapy residue.  The second bucket, or whatever it was on my head, was removed.  Xan blotted me dry with a cloth.   
 
    Probable sterile as well.  At least this place has sanitary standards.  It’s not like getting a prison tatt.  Not that I’d know. 
 
    Xan moved away as a rolling tray was pulled up to the edge of sight. 
 
    Implements of torture.  Actually, getting a tatt wouldn’t be bad if I had a choice. 
 
    I felt a razor on my back.  “Gotta remove hair and any flaky skin,” Red said. 
 
    “My skin doesn’t flake,” I said.  “Hey, don’t I get anesthesia or laughing gas, or something, before you get to work?” 
 
    “Well, that’s stupid,” Xan said.  “You’d miss out on all the pain.” 
 
    Red kept scraping me clean.  “What she said.”  There was way too much humor in his tone to suit me.   
 
    “Are you really a dragon?” I asked. 
 
    “Sure.  In human form.  I’m a member of the Dragon World’s Red Clan, a fire breather.  Want to see some smoke rings?” 
 
    “Maybe later,” I said.  He finished up and I was wiped off again.  Then something glided over my skin.  “What’s that?” 
 
    “Deodorant stick,” Red said.  It will transfer the stencil to the skin.” 
 
    “Anybody want to show me the design on that stencil?” I asked. 
 
    “And ruin the surprise?” Zahra’s voice joined the conversation, telling me she was seated nearby.  She was so quiet and unassuming, I’d lost track of her. 
 
    I growled in irritation.  “You pick now to speak up when it does me no good?” 
 
    I heard the crinkle of paper as the stencil fell across my shoulders and was pressed down. 
 
    I couldn’t see it, but I somehow sensed a shrug as Zahra answered.  “It’s not like I like you.  I wouldn’t even be here if Colt didn’t need me.” 
 
    Ah!  So he’s her kryptonite. 
 
    The paper was pulled off.  “Looks good.”  Red smeared what smelled like Vaseline along the linework.  The enchanted band on my forehead kept me motionless as a rock, but on the inside, I jolted as Red bellowed dramatically.  “Watson, the needle!” 
 
    Sherlock Holmes reference?  Really? 
 
    In the distance, I heard Colin and Julia talking.  She said, “Colt’s out back, guarding the alley door.  You’ve got the front of the shop.  Stay sharp.  The enemy has tried to change the timeline before. We have to make sure this event is firmly embedded in time so it resists future tampering.  If Caine doesn’t get this demon tatt, he might not live to ever conquer the universe.” 
 
    Okay, she’s not too tightly wrapped, a few fries short of a happy meal actually.  I’m supposed to conquer the universe? 
 
    “Don’t worry, Sis, my sword and magic will fend off all attacks that come,” Colin said. 
 
    Hmmm.  Insanity runs deep in that family.  I didn’t know they were related.  They don’t look or smell anything alike. 
 
    My senses, I’d been told, were sharper than human.  That had always been an advantage.  I found the downside as the multi-needle tool jabbed me with a first kiss.  Maybe my expectation made the pain worse.  My nerves screamed, conveying a sensation of burning though no heat was actually involved. 
 
    “Fuck!” I said. 
 
    Xan dropped back in my face.  She grinned.  “Oh, does it feel good?” 
 
    I stared back coldly.  “I’ll show you how good, one day.” 
 
    She kissed me full on the lips and pulled right off, not an ounce of shyness in her. “You better keep that promise, brother.” 
 
    Oh, hell-hounds of the abyss!  What if she really is my sister? 
 
    Ten minutes later, my body adjusted to the assault and I realized the pain was only a three out of ten.  I smelled more Vaseline being rubbed in.  Another ten minutes passed and I actually didn’t mind it so much.  I got used to the jabbing, and breaks as excess ink was washed off with a water spray.  The mess was dabbed up and the needles returned like an eternal truth.   
 
    I can do this!  
 
    Zahra spoke in a dead-calm voice.  “We’ve got in-coming.” 
 
    Colin yelled from the front of the shop. “We’ve got in-coming!  I’m going out.  Julia, cover the door.” 
 
    “Xan,” I asked.  “Is it Kaden?” 
 
    “No, the Flawless,” she said.  “Them, I’m allowed to kill.  I’m going to cover the roof in case the street attacks are just a diversion.”  She ran off. 
 
    Red set the multi-needle tool aside and reached for a bigger one.  “That one only had six needle tips in the head.  This one, for filling in the lines, is the big boy.” 
 
    “How many needle tips?” I asked. 
 
    “Trust me, you don’t want to know.”  Red went back to work. 
 
    “Your shop is under attack,” I said.  “Aren’t you going to go defend your property?” 
 
    “Oh, you kids can probably handle it.  Besides, I’ve got work to do.  Your shoulders won’t ink themselves.  You know, I’ve never done this particular spell-tatt, or used demon blood in the ink before.  I’m kinda curious as to how it’s going to come out.” 
 
    You and me both.  Wait a second.  Spell-tatt?  The design will let me do magic!  Hell yeah!  Bring the pain. 
 
    The whole building rocked, maybe the whole city, maybe the whole moon.  I think I remembered that Talon City was supposed to be buried inside on one of Jupiter’s moons.   
 
    Then how is the gravity Earth normal? 
 
    The lights flickered, then steadied. “Protective wards are holding,” Red said.  “Money well spent.” 
 
    “Zahra,” I asked, “what’s happening?” 
 
    “Colt is throwing copper lightning, shining like a god!  So dreamy…” 
 
    “Who are these Flawless?” 
 
    Maybe she’ll give me a straight answer. 
 
    “These are just their minions, scavengers.  They’re humanoid, vat grown, buggish things, remote-controlled and near mindless.” Distaste was thick in her voice.  “Harder to kill than cockroaches.”   
 
    I need to cultivate her friendship.  She’s the only one in the Legion of Five capable of giving a clear, succinct answer. 
 
    I heard the sound of exploding glass.  Julia vented a brief shriek of surprise.  Cold air swept the shop.   
 
    “My windows!” Red said.  “I’m going to put that on your bill.” 
 
    Gunfire cracked in the air.  “Take that!” Julia yelled.  “Get glass in my hair!” 
 
    And still the needles worried my flesh. 
 
    “Zahra, what about Xan?” I asked the seer. 
 
    “Why do you care?” she asked.  “We’re just your kidnappers, right?” 
 
    The needles paused.  I thought Red was going to ask about my kidnapped status.   
 
    “Not my business,” he said.  The needles bit in again. 
 
    “Zahra,” I growled her name.  “Just answer the question.” 
 
    She sighed.  “Fine.  Don’t bully me.”  She went silent a moment, as if reading tea leaves or something. “Winged Scavengers are swooping down over the area.  Xan’s using her sword and—”  
 
    A savage blast of thunder filled the air as if God had stomped the moon.  Through the broken storefront windows, I heard a squall of wind and falling rain, and smelled the heavy tang of ozone. 
 
    Red’s needles bit hard.  “Oops,” he said. 
 
    “Oops?” I echoed. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Red said.  “That startled me, is all.  That kid’s storm magic is in a class all its own.” 
 
    “She’s Lauphram’s daughter,” Zahra said, “half Atlantean demon, so it would make sense.” 
 
    “Lauphram.  I know that name,” Red said. 
 
    “My fake father,” I said.  “He heads the L.A. demon clan.  When he finds out you’ve been a part of this…”  I left the threat unfinished, something this Red guy could chew on.  The truth was, Lauphram wouldn’t likely care about the tatt.  He only insisted I keep up my regular chores and follow his training schedule. 
 
    Red laughed. “Kid, I’m a dragon.  You think demons scare me?” 
 
    “The Old Man sank Atlantis,” I said.  “You think Xan’s storm is bad?  What do you think will be left of your shop if a monsoon ten times stronger gets set off in here, along with explosions of shadow magic, and maybe an electrical storm?” 
 
    The buzzing needles stopped.  Then started again.  “Might be interesting to find out.” 
 
    Damn! 
 
    “Ah!” Zahra said.  “Another hundred Scavengers are dropping out of the darkness.  That will make Xan very happy.” 
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    “It’s a disadvantage to not know 
 
    who wants a bite out of you.” 
 
      
 
                                                               —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    After outlining, the two-piece pattern on my back was done in stages.  The right side was finished in three hours and smeared with Vaseline, the tattooer’s friend.  It was a good thing the Old Man’s training often left me half alive; pain was a companion I had practice enduring.  Kaden had contributed toward this skill as well. 
 
    Red took a half-hour break.  I, of course, was left face down on the padded bench, immobile as a statue, the cold headband numbing my forehead.  Geas generator, Colin had called it.  Fey magic.   
 
    Fey pain in the ass. 
 
    The invasion of the shop had passed. According to Zahra, the synthetic bug-men were chopped sushi, lightning fried, or put on ice. The Legion of Five regrouped in the shop, deep in discussion over what toppings to have on pizza.  Zahra insisted on lamb.  Xan wanted the six-meat ultra-carnivore special.  Julia insisted on double peperoni with extra cheese.  Colt and Colin were “whatevers”.   
 
    No one asked me.   
 
    I heard Red swill a bottle of what smelled like beer then yelled at them.  “You guys better sweep up all the glass and pay for those windows.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Julia said.  “We’ve got it covered.” 
 
    Red’s magical wards hadn’t stopped the damage; Colin’s ice magic had just been stronger.  The guy seemed a bit of a spaz, but he could sling a blizzard.  The Legion seemed made up of free spirits at a near demi-god level, except for Zahra.  She seemed the weakest among them, or had something I’d yet to see.  Julia was low-key, but had a scary competence, a tendency to call the shots which even Colt and Xan yielded to.   
 
    I wonder what brought them together. 
 
    Xan came around and squatted down, her indigo hair spiky as always, framing a pale blue face.  Her metallic-gold eyes pulsed with an electrical dazzle.  Her black school uniform had slashes in it.  The school patch hung by a few threads, and her tie was entirely gone.  Several buttons were missing from the top of her shirt so I’d have seen a lot of cleavage—if she had any to show.   
 
    What really got my attention was the bottle of aged Scotch whiskey in her hands.  “Hey, Caine!”  She smiled brightly.  “I found this next door in what used to be a bar.  I wanted to give you some to dull the pain, but Red won’t let me.  He says alcohol will thin your blood and you’re bleeding enough as it is.  Guess I’ll have to finish it off myself.”  
 
    “Yeah, and you’re all broke up about it.” 
 
    Moving with mousey quiet, Zahra appeared beside Xan and snatched away her bottle.  “No!  You’re trouble enough when sober.” 
 
    Holy crap!  The seer’s got guts! 
 
    Xan lost her smile.  She swung an angry glare at Zahra and straightened with one hand on her sword hilt.  “That’s mine, you! Give it back.” 
 
    Zahra ran away. 
 
    Xan gave chase. 
 
    Zahra screamed, “Colt!  Save me!” 
 
    I take it back. No guts at all. 
 
    Julia yelled.  “Xan, settle down.  Don’t make me shoot you!” 
 
    I sighed, wishing for a better view of the impending violence, glad it wasn’t directed at me for a change.   
 
    Of all times to be paralyzed.  I am really going to have to find a way around this headband.  I never have liked taking orders; goes against the natural order of things. 
 
    The front door opened and a little bell tinkled.  A new voice called out.  “Who’s the owner here?” 
 
    “That would be me,” Red said.  “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “We’re with Code Enforcement.  You’ve made a mess of the entire block.” 
 
    “Not me,” Red said.  “I didn’t order no public disturbance.  Permits cost way too much.” 
 
    “Be that as it may,” the enforcer said, “someone has to take responsibility.” 
 
     “The responsible one’s are lying out there, dead in the street,” Julia said.  “Go talk to them.” 
 
    “I’m a code enforcer, not a necromancer.” 
 
    “You want them gone?” Xan asked.  “I could flood the street and wash it clean.” 
 
    The enforcer sighed.  “There’s enough damage as it is.  Now, you summoned the storm?  We’ve got flood damage, not to mention lightning strikes.  Repairs are going to be costly.” 
 
    “Person’s got a right to self-defense,” Xan muttered. 
 
    “The protective wards for the entire block are shot,” another enforcer said.  “The hit on the city’s magical grid is severe.” 
 
    “Nothin’ to do with me,” Red said.  “I’m just a fire-breathing dragon tryin’ to make an honest living here.” 
 
    “I’m underage and being forced to get a tattoo!” I yelled.  “Nothing honest about that.” 
 
    There was a long silence.  Then conversation picked up again as everyone ignored me. 
 
    “Hey,” Colt said. “How about I get rid of the Scavenger corpses for you and we call it good?” 
 
    “It’s a start,” the first enforcer said. 
 
    A copper-red light engulfed the shop—maybe the whole city—then died down.  “There you go,” Colt said.  “I even fixed the broken walls and streets.” 
 
    “No harm, no foul,” Julia said. 
 
    “Are we ordering the pizzas or not?” Colin asked. 
 
    The code enforcer said, “There’s still the inconvenience to other businesses that lost business.” 
 
    “If they want to complain, they can die,” Xan said. 
 
    “Be that as it may,” the enforcer said, “I’m going to fine you.” 
 
    “Them, not me,” Red said.  “I had nothing to do with it.” 
 
    “You’re hosting them, dragon.”  The enforcer wouldn’t let it go.  “I’m giving you the ticket because once they leave, they’re out of our jurisdiction and we can’t make them pay.” 
 
    “That’s hardly fair!” Red protested. 
 
    “How about a bag of coins.  Ultra-pure fairy silver,” Colin said.  There was a sudden tinkling sound as said bag was jostled for attention. 
 
    “It will do, thanks.  Have a good day, Red, children.”   
 
    I heard steps and the tinkling of the door’s little bell as the enforcers left. 
 
    “Colt,” Red said, “thanks for fixing my windows.” 
 
    “No problem.  I was going to do it anyway.  Mom always says I have to clean up my messes and not take after my father.” 
 
    Father sounds like a total loser.  I wonder who Colt’s mom is.  She just lets him run loose across the universe with that much power? 
 
    Steps approached.  This time, it was Julia that dropped down in front of me.  She held a glass of ice water with a slice of lemon on the rim.  A straw poked up.  She put it to my lips.  “Here.  You must be dehydrated.” 
 
    I sipped hard and long, and swallowed.  “Thanks.” 
 
    More steps.  Colin dropped down to enter my limited field of vision.  He knelt beside Julia. 
 
    “You guys really are brother and sister?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s complicated,” Julia said.  “You won’t remember, so I guess I can tell you.  I’m your daughter by adoption, no blood relationship, but that makes me Colin’s and Colt’s sister because they’re your sons through different mothers.  Xan is our aunt because she’s your sister.” 
 
    “And Zahra just hangs with Colt,” I said. 
 
    Colin sighed.  “Damn lucky bastard.  I kind of like Zahra, too, but my glamour has no effect on her.  She sees through me and feels nothing.  How is that even possible?  I’m fey, damn it, and a hot guy besides.” 
 
    “She sees through you because she’s the Eyes of Bastet,” Julia said.  “She’s also a shape-shifter, one of the two-souled.” 
 
    That had my mind reeling.  From my many hours of forced study, I knew the Eyes of Bastet was supposed to be a magical relic sought by many.  It was said to be a scrying tool empowered by the Egyptian cat goddess Bastet, goddess of magic and fornication.   
 
    “The Eyes is an actual person?” I said. 
 
    “Best way to protect something is to conceal its true nature,” Colin said.    
 
    Zahra dropped down beside Julia.  The seer’s eyes were dark pools.  She stared right at me.  “No, I won’t do it.” 
 
    “Do what?” I asked. 
 
    “You’re about to remember that I’m also a shifter.  Then you’ll ask me what kind.  Then, when I tell you, you won’t believe me and will ask me to change.  And the answer is no.  That’s a private thing.  I don’t like to do it in front of people.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said.  “Forget I didn’t ask.” 
 
    “Sure.”  Zahra glanced over at Colin.  “Xan ordered from Harpy Pizza.  Make sure to give the delivery girl a big tip or she’ll bite off your face.  And don’t use any more of that fake, fey silver.  Many of the merchants here have charms to detect illusion.” 
 
      Julia jerked toward Colin, staring in wide-eyed disbelief.  “You paid off the code enforcers with glamour?” 
 
    Colin grinned.  “Foil-wrapped chocolate coins, actually.  Fey don’t pay for anything they don’t have to.” 
 
    “How long until the silver coins go back to chocolate?” Julia asked. 
 
    “The spell is usually broken by sunrise,” he said.  “Here in the Underground, where there’s only endless night, the glamour will last until broken by stronger magic.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Zahra said.  “Those guys weren’t real enforcers.  They were just pulling a scam.” 
 
    Julia gave me another sip of water.  “Hang in there, Caine.  This isn’t so bad—compared to all the crap that’s going to happen to you down the time line.”   
 
    That’s comforting. 
 
    She pulled the straw away. 
 
    I stared at her.  “You’re really giving me the will to live here.” 
 
    She kissed me, and not the way an adopted daughter should.  “Pain is your life, your road to power.  Embrace it.  Live it.  Love it.”  Julia and Colin left.   
 
    Zahra sat on the floor, staring.  “I’m not going to kiss you.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask,” I said. 
 
    “No, and you weren’t going to, either.”  She flounced away. 
 
    Seers are crazy. Comes from seeing too many possibilities that never come to pass. 
 
    Red came back from his break and worked on the second half of the tattoo.  Time crept by like a banana slug on a cold day.  At one point, Xan alighted before me with a triangle of hot pizza in her blue hands.  Steam curled off of the slice.  It smelled delightful.   
 
    “Hungry, big brother?” 
 
    “I can eat.” 
 
    She fed me the tip of the slice.  It was good.  Who knew harpies had such talent?  I chewed as Red needled my back.  I felt my skin crawling. 
 
    “That’s weird,” Zahra said from off to the side. 
 
    “Yeah,” Colin agreed.   
 
    “You can actually see the skin ripple away from the needle gun,” Julia said. 
 
    Apparently, no one had anything better to do than to watch me suffer.  
 
    Red noticed the attention.  It brought a rumbly explanation from him.  “During a long session, the skin’s reflex is to pull away from the tattoo gun.  This is called running.  What I usually do when it starts is to move to an untouched area until the skin calms down.”  He dabbed some Vaseline on the jumpy skin and then shifted elsewhere as he’d said. 
 
    “Maybe I’ll get a tattoo,” Julia said.  “Something tiny on my ankle like a heart or flower.” 
 
    “A little dragon would be appropriate,” Red said.  “I’ve got some design books you can look through.” 
 
    “Why a dragon?” I asked. 
 
    “Because I am one,” Julia said.  “Half dragon anyway, so I can only do a partial shift.”  Her matter-of-fact voice went wistful.  “It must be so cool to go all the way.” 
 
    “You want to go all the way?”  Colin’s voice teased with a lascivious edge. 
 
    I heard a back-handed smack. 
 
    “Ow!” Colin said.  “That hurt.” 
 
    “It was meant to,” Julia said.  “Don’t perv on me.  It’s gross.  You’re my brother.” 
 
    And yet she kissed me—with tongue—and I’m supposed to be her father.  
 
    “Not by blood,” Colin said.  “How can you turn down someone as pretty as me.  You know, this really is how I look; no glamour needed.” 
 
    “Give it up,” Colt said.  “You’ll only make it weird among us and we’ve got to work together. The future of the multiverse depends on us—and so does Dad.” 
 
    I still couldn’t get my head around the idea that Colt and Colin were my sons from the future.  I mean, sure, growing up in a demon clan with lustful and willing demon maids had long spoiled my innocence.  I’d woken up more than once to warm boobs in my face in the middle of the night from a drunken slut finding the wrong bed on purpose.  Still, it felt damn weird to have sons my own age.   
 
    As weird as running flesh. 
 
    The tatt work continued and took a toll.  Despite the Vaseline’s calming effect on my skin, into the fifth hour, the constant abuse increased my sensitivity to pain.  The level kept climbing.  And I really wanted that bottle of Scotch.  I imagined its smoky burn on my tongue and swallowed an imaginary taste that was nothing like the real thing. 
 
    “Uh-oh” Zahra said. 
 
    The bell above the door tinkled as a new customer came in. 
 
    Zahra said, “No, Colin, don’t go near her.  She’ll eat you alive.” 
 
    “Maybe.” he said.  “But what a way to go.” 
 
    Red paused in his work, the needle gun pulling off me, still gently buzzing with a voracious appetite for my blood.   
 
     “Time line’s kinking up, Colt.  We need her out of here.” Zahra sounded panicked.   
 
    Red called across the room.  “I’ll be finished in an hour if you want to come back.” 
 
    I heard clicking high heels as the newcomer approached.  A sultry voice caressed me from afar.  “My, that blood smells delicious.  The aroma is unlike anything I can remember tasting.” 
 
    She smelled my blood from outside.  
 
    Zahra said, “Go away, Gloria.  You’re not supposed to meet him this early in the timeline.” 
 
    “Do I know you?” Gloria asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” Zahra said.  “Let’s keep it that way.” 
 
    “I have blood, too,” Colin said. 
 
    Gloria made a sniffing sound.  “Fey.  Cold blooded as well.  No, thank you.  I prefer my beverages body temperature.” 
 
    I heard the sound of a hammer being drawn back on a gun, Julia taking action.  “Back off, vamp.  No free samples.  Go hunting someplace else.” 
 
    “You’re no fun,” Gloria said.  “Can’t I just smell his bleeding back for a while?” 
 
    “No,” Colt said.  “I really must insist you leave.” 
 
    “Nothing’s free,” Xan said.  “Say, that’s a nice set of swords you’re wearing, lady.  Know how to use them?” 
 
    “I do, young man.” 
 
    “Who’s a guy!” Xan yelled. 
 
    “My mistake,” Gloria said.  “You have a basket-hilt rapier.  I assume you think you’re good.” 
 
    “Very good,” Xan said.  “Want to see?” 
 
    “If I win, what do I get?” Gloria asked. 
 
    “Me,” Colin said.   
 
    There was a whack.   
 
    “Owww!  Julia, stop smacking me!” Colin said. 
 
    “Reflex,” Julia said.  “I hate stupid.  Now stop playing with fire.” 
 
    The clicking of high heel cut through the conversation.  Legs appeared before me.  Strong, bare legs, those of cheerleader or dancer.  They made me want to see the rest of her.  She wore a leather belt that didn’t fit with her very minimal red dress.  The belt supported leather sheaths that held twin short swords.  From the handles, I thought them Greek or Roman.   
 
    As Gloria stared down, it seemed I could feel her gaze like a hand gliding down my spine.  With my heightened senses, I smelled her female arousal.  It distracted me from my pain—a lot! 
 
    She spoke over my prone body.  “I’ll ask again; if I win, what do I get?” 
 
    Xan laughed, a dark sound with a razor edge.  “Not going to happen.” 
 
    Gloria laughed.  “Humor me.” 
 
    “Take it outside,” Red said.  “I’m working here.” 
 
    A blinding light filled the shop, pure crimson, not the color of Colt’s red-copper magic.  I smelled a massive surge of magical energy in the air.  The air pressure changed with a rush of wind.   
 
    A portal.  And Zahra didn’t foresee it. 
 
    A new set of high heels clicked on the floor. 
 
    Zahra whispered in despair.  “Oh, Goddess, no!  Selene, that’s all we need.” 
 
    Colt’s voice spiked.  “Mom!  What are you doing here?” 
 
    Mom.  Colt’s mom?  Wait, that means I’m destined to fuck her.  I wonder how hot she is. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FIVE 
 
      
 
    “The memory of getting a first 
 
    tattoo stays with you forever.” 
 
      
 
                                                            —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Selene’s voice was husky and edged like a sword.  “I’m here to settle this before it gets out of hand.”   
 
    “Nothing is getting out of hand,” Colt said.  “I’m here.” 
 
    “Colt, I know I sent you on this mission with your friends, and I’m not saying you don’t make a mother proud, but the time line has shifted.  She was never here—originally.  This is the Flawless, stirring things up.” 
 
    Wait!  My abduction, this pain, it’s the fault of a woman I’ll one day knock up?  Take about sowing the seed of my own misery. 
 
     Red worked with steady focus despite the constant interruptions, his needle gun buzzing hungrily.  He’d paused occasionally to spray a little water from a squirt bottle and dab away blood, and then bring the gun back into play. 
 
    Colt didn’t sound happy.  “Mom, I can handle Auntie Gloria.” 
 
    Gloria laughed.  “When did I become your aunt?  And you can handle me?  A lot of men have tried.  Few have succeeded.  And you’re a boy still, unless your looks are deceiving.” 
 
    I really wished I wasn’t face down on the bench, getting a mysterious, unnamed tattoo.  This was all quite interesting and I was missing every detail by staring at the floor. 
 
    “By the way,” I asked, “who are these Flawless people you guys keep mentioning?  Hollywood elites?  Nature Nymphs?  Unicorns?” 
 
    “You have enough information from the future,” Zahra said.  “Just shut-up, lie there, and take it like a man!” 
 
    “Zahra,” Colt said, “I know he can be pretty annoying but he is my—” 
 
    I laughed.  “Annoying?  Who kidnapped whom?” 
 
    “It’s for your own good,” Xan said. 
 
    “So shut up,” Julia added. 
 
    I sighed.  She’d been the nice one. 
 
    “My biting him will help,” Gloria said.  “Vampire enzymes will distance the pain.  He’ll like it.” 
 
    Selene used a dry, mocking voice.  “Such compassion.  Not happening.  Not today.  Any biting needed, I’ll do it.” 
 
    I sighed.  No one answered my question, and all this timeline crap is giving me a headache.   
 
    And still the needles bit, infusing my skin with ink made from demon blood. 
 
    “The way I’m doing this,” Red explained, “the tatt will adjust as you grow older and still look just as good—as when the swelling goes down and the skin heals up.  You’re going to have to keep a dressing on and use Vaseline to keep the skin moist.  I’ll give you a list of instructions on its care to prevent infections.” 
 
    “Hey, vamp,” Colin said, “how do you know my blood might not taste better?  For all you know, I could be an acquired taste you’d learn to love.” 
 
    Xan raised her voice.  “I saw her first and I’ve got a challenge on the table.  You all stay out of it.” 
 
    Gloria’s voice had sounded very youthful, but it aged suddenly, pealing with vampiric power.  “I think I need to introduce myself.  I’m being taken entirely too lightly.” 
 
    “I know who you are,” Selene said.  “The vampire princess, a direct descendent of Kane, the first vampire.  And darling, it just isn’t enough.” 
 
    I dearly wanted to see the expression on Gloria’s face.  As a vampire princess and powerful immortal, she couldn’t have been used to such words. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” Zahra said.  “Here’s the crazy.” 
 
    The room lit with crimson energy.  I heard the crackling of electrical charges and smelled fresh ozone in the air.  “I am Selene, the Red Moon Goddess, Destroyer of the Wild Hunt, Scourge of Tartarus, First Wife to Emperor Deathwalker, and one fine bitch.  My will be done!” 
 
    “Hoo-rah!” Colin added. 
 
    Deathwalker?  Who’d call themselves that?  I don’t have a last name but I know there’s no way I’d ever choose something that stupid. 
 
    “Mom,” Colt’s voice spiked, “put the sword away.  If you blow up this level of the city, the Gods of the Underground will be very pissed.” 
 
    “And they’ll make you pay for all the damage,” Zahra said.  “I can see it now—a massive fine and three-thousand years community service.” 
 
    “And you don’t want to wear a neon orange jumpsuit,” I said.  “People will laugh.  I would.” 
 
    The fierce light dimmed and died.  I heard a sigh.  “Fine.  Xan, you take her.” 
 
    “Mom,” Colt said, “I really don’t—” 
 
    Gloria spoke up, “So we come back to the question I’ve yet to have answered: what do I get if I win?” 
 
    I thought of a few answers that would either get me a blowjob or a kick in the head.  Since I was immobile and defenseless, I did the smart thing—for once—and kept my mouth closed. 
 
    The needle gun went silent.  “I’m getting low on demon-ink.  I need to mix up a little more.”  The needle gun went onto a nearby stand.  Red moved away from the table.  “Be right back.”   
 
    “Demon-ink?” Gloria said.  I could feel her gaze on my back like a caress.  “So that’s what I smell under the blood: demon magic.  What are you, a sorcerer’s apprentice?” 
 
    Zahra said, “One day he’ll be the strongest shadow mage the universe has ever known.  And he’ll still be a jerk.” 
 
    “Hey,” I said, “that’s harsh!” 
 
    “That’s my father, Zahra.”  Colt sounded aggrieved.  “Your words hurt me more than him.” 
 
    Zahra sucked in a quick breath.  “Oh, sorry.” 
 
    “I’m not hurt at all,” I said, “You need sticks and stones to break my bones.  I know this from personal experience.  Listen, Gloria, how about I give you an I.O.U for a pint of blood on our next meeting if you just go away quietly right now?” 
 
    I’m not saying it will be my blood.  If I can help it. 
 
    “I’m hanging out with my friends, Mother,” Colt said.  “You can leave now.” 
 
     Selene sniffed.  “I guess I know when I’m not wanted.  As long as I’m in town, I might as well go shopping.”  Her high heels clicked on the tiles.  The front door opened and closed. 
 
    Colt let out a relieved sigh. 
 
    “The goddess has left the building,” Zahra said. 
 
    Odd.  Zahra was quiet as a mouse for so long, now we can’t shut her up. 
 
    “Shadow mage, where can I find you in the human world?” Gloria asked. 
 
    “Lauphram Clan House, Santa Catalina Island, off the L.A. coast,” I said. 
 
    “Expect me when you least expect me.  As for you—Xan, was it?—I’m leaving peacefully, but if you want to run out into the street after me, I’d have no choice but to defend myself.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Xan said. 
 
    “Wait a second, Gloria.”  I stared at her bare legs.  “Let me see your top half so I’ll know you when I see you later.” 
 
    She knelt down and looked me in the face.  And stole my heart.  I know because I felt void where it used to thump.  She wore a pink sweater over a white top, trying a little too hard for that innocent and pure look.  Her black hair, a curly shag, hid her eyebrows and framed her lower face, making it seem tinier on her already petite frame.  The only thing out of balance were oversized tits to die for.  I wanted to dive right in.  They kept drawing my eyes. 
 
    She smiled.  “See something you like?”  Her lips drew my stare.  Her smile bared vampire fangs that looked razor sharp. 
 
    Getting a blowjob will be taking my life in my hands.  I could pull back a stump, and there would go my reason to live.  Maybe I should think about this. 
 
    “You have a name?” Gloria asked. 
 
    “Caine, with a cee.” 
 
    She smiled.  “How biblical.  I’ll remember.” 
 
    Suddenly, Julia and Xan were next to Gloria.  Julia’s hands were on the grips of the pearl-handled revolvers in her holsters.  “I thought you were moving along.”  
 
    “Yeah, leave big brother alone!” Xan said. 
 
    I rolled my eyes.  
 
    I’m not absolutely buying into any of these people being related to me.  It could all be a con for some reason.  I mean, one day I’m alone in the universe, the next day I have sisters and daughters and sons, and maybe a wife or two?   
 
    Gloria straightened and, without wasting words, walked around my bench.  Her heels clicked on the floor.  The front door opened and closed.  And simple as that she was gone. 
 
     Xan stood there.  I couldn’t see her face, but I sensed her glowering down on me.  “Caine?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Don’t let your dick drag you into trouble.” 
 
    “I don’t.  If I weren’t getting sexually abused by the cleaning staff at home, I wouldn’t be getting any at all.” 
 
    I had mental flashes of multicolored female demons wrapped in vines that grew from their bodies, many with horns, or scales, some with purple bat wings.  They thought they were helping with my education by stuffing my face between their legs.  Actually, they were.  But I was hardly a player. 
 
    “His corruption has just begun,” Zahra said.  “He’s still in his larval state.” 
 
    Colin called out.  “Hey, Xan, weren’t you going to chase after that vamp and kick her ass?” 
 
    “Changed my mind,” Xan said.  “I’ve got CNPD, Chaotic-Neutral Personality Disorder; I’m allowed.” 
 
    “You’re making that up,” Julia said. 
 
    Xan yelled, “Colt, put a barrier on the door.  There’ve been too many interruptions.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it,” he muttered.  A copper-red glow flashed across the room and faded out.  “There.  Mystic wall is up.” 
 
    Red was back, his needle gun buzzing.  “Just be sure to take the warding with you when you go.  My customers need to be able to come in.” 
 
    Xan and Julia pressed in closer, standing to either side of my head as they watched Red work.   
 
    “You know, Aunt Xan,” Julia said, “we need to find something else to do after this.  I mean, we got him at our mercy.  It seems like a waste to just take him back and let the demon-scum beat on him when the Old Man isn’t looking.” 
 
    Like the Old Man doesn’t already put me through hell with his training.  My nightmares have nightmares. 
 
    “Hmmm.  You have a point,” Xan said.  “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “A sleepover.  And maybe we should teach Caine how to fight a whole lot dirtier,” Julia said. 
 
    “I can hang,” Colin said.  “Who wants to go back to a frozen mountain in Fairy where they don’t have TV or pizza?  Speaking of which, anybody want this last slice?” 
 
    No one answered him. 
 
    “I’ll stay the night if Colt does,” Zahra said. 
 
    Doesn’t surprise me at all.  I wonder if Colt is doing her.  I thought of Selene, his mother.  She seems to keep Colt on a short leash, so probably not. 
 
      A whole night of waiting hand-and-foot on these guys didn’t appeal to me.  At least the Old Man had Pong and a Space Race arcade game at home.   
 
    Besides, I need to get back to our magic library and hit the books so the Legion of Five can’t come back another day to fuck me over.  At the very least, I need a way to neutralize the stupid headband. 
 
    “Not going to happen, Dad,” Colt said.  “Abandon hope, all ye who fall into our clutches.”  He gave a sinister laugh that completely failed. 
 
    Needs work.  Hey, wait.  He’s reading my mind? 
 
    “Why isn’t what going to happen?” I asked. 
 
    “That was going to be my question,” Julia said. 
 
    “He’s planning to go home and look up a way to defeat the geas generator,” Xan said.  “It’s a natural response.” 
 
    “Oh,” Julia said.  “Yeah, won’t work, Caine.  When we do drop you off, removing the controller, it will take from you the memories of our time together.  You won’t remember where you got the tatt from or us either, so how can you know you’d need a defense against us?” 
 
    Temporal mechanics and fey magic…Augh!!!! 
 
    “My head hurts,” I said.  “Hey, when is someone going to let me take a piss?” 
 
    “I’m almost done,” Red said.   
 
    “Good.  My eyes are turning yellow.”   
 
    I only hoped no one gives me an order to not escape.  If there’s a window in the restroom, I’m gone.  Why waste a trip to the Underground? 
 
    Xan squatted down to stare into my face with her big golden eyes.  “Nope, not yellow at all, though it would be a nice change.  The best people have yellow eyes.”   
 
    “That’s true,” Zahra said.  “Colt thinks my shifted eyes are pretty.” 
 
    Xan looked up at Julia. “Hey, if he’s wearing the headband, can we order his eyes to change color?  Will that work?” 
 
    “No,” Colin said.  “The order has to be possible or it won’t take effect.” 
 
    I lifted my eyebrows.  Something to remember. 
 
    While I had Xan so close, I focused on her.   I could smell and taste her magic.  It had a sea salt and coral flavor with a hint of clove and saffron. 
 
    Weird.   
 
    My thoughts reached out, tuning into her power, and I took a little, storing it for future use.  Unlike most demons, I didn’t have elemental magic welling up in me for immediate use when needed.  That didn’t mean I couldn’t steal some.   
 
    Xan didn’t seem to notice my pilfering. 
 
    I guess Gloria wasn’t that committed to a sword fight; she never came back, banging on the warded door.  So much for entertainment. 
 
    “This has been the most boring six-and-a-half hours of my life,” I said.  “I mean, you guys got to do all the killing and I just bled.” 
 
    Xan grinned hugely.  “Yeah, sucks to be you.” 
 
    After a while, Xan and Julia wondered off to look at the artwork on the walls; I heard the hinged pages swing as they made comments.   
 
    I lay there, bleeding, getting the blood blotted up, having fresh Vaseline applied.  Finally, the buzzing stopped.  The gun was put away.  Red stood and stretched with a groan.  “Okay, it’s done.  When you come back from your piss, I’ll put a dressing on your back.” 
 
    Xan called from across the room.  “Caine, go, and after your piss, come straight back.” 
 
    And suddenly, I could move again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SIX 
 
      
 
    “I’m never disappointed 
 
    expecting the worst.” 
 
      
 
                                                            —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I drained my bladder, washed my hands, and stared in the mirror.  A handsome bastard looked back.  Whoever, whatever, my unknown parents were, they’d blessed me with good genes—before throwing me out with the garbage.  Over the years, I’d asked the Old Man about them but he’d only fed me lie after lie under the misconception he was being funny.   
 
    When I was six, he’d had me convinced I was part pixey, that I could fly if I just believed hard enough.  I’d jumped from second-story window, expecting to dwindle in size and sprout wings, leaving a trail of fairy dust.  I left a trail all right, blood, as I crawled away to lick my wounds and nurse my hate.  It was the death of innocence.  I’ve had a lot of those.  A trusting child can die a thousand times before finally getting it. 
 
    The Old Man later told me it was stupid to believe anything without verification.  He called it a life lesson.  I believe he thought he needed to crush every precious illusion I had so I wouldn’t be hurt even more by the world playing that role.  As generous as he was to raise me—I paused to laugh at that thought—he did me no favors any other way.   
 
    Leave it to a demon to be perverse while meaning well. 
 
    I turned sideways, using the mirror to see across my shoulders.  The angle wasn’t great but I could see the black, puffy patterns and the red swollen skin around it.  Tribal-style wings.  I recognized the design though I’d never tried to craft such a spell on my own.  The magical theory was: Demon Wings would make a person acceptable to demon spirits so they’d think he was one of them and leave him alone.  Humans got the tatt only half believing it.  I got the tat knowing actual magic would make it work.  Once activated, the spell didn’t make its user invisible.  It just caused people to ignore their own senses. 
 
    Same thing really.  Hey, what’s happening? 
 
    The red puffiness around the new tattoo faded as I watched.  The pain drained away.  The puffiness of the tatt itself settled down.  The design looked like it had been healing for months.  I heard an electrical crackle and the back of my neck burned.   
 
    Lip-smacking hell! 
 
    I lifted my hair.   Gray smoke wafted off the back of my stinging neck.  The healing curse Kaden put on me had healed the tatt but the dissonant feedback from the Old Man’s magical blood had burned out Kaden’s markings.   
 
    No more magical healing.  But, wait a second, now the tatt’s healed, it ought to be functional.   
 
    I grinned, thinking of the energy I’d stolen from Xan.  That magic could activate the spell tatt.  Using visualization, I routed that power to my upper back.  The skin tingled.  Nothing else seemed to happen. 
 
    Did it work?  One way to find out… 
 
    I went out into the hall and back to Red’s shop.  I walked right up to Xan, fulfilling her order that I come straight back.  That done, I could do as I wanted.  I waved my hand in front of her face.  Her eyes didn’t track the motion.  She gave no indication of knowing I was there. 
 
    Cool! 
 
    I smiled.  The new tatt worked fine. I had options again; I could now leave the building and escape these lunatics.  And be all on my own if the mysterious Scavengers came back.  And I’d be broke, in a strange city with no way back to Earth, let alone L.A.  I didn’t like being at the Legion’s mercy, but looking at the balance sheet, they’d done a lot more for me than against.  Sure, the tatt was forced, but I had to consider it a definite enhancement.  This power opened the door to interesting possibilities, making me wish I wasn’t home schooled.   
 
    There’s never a girl’s locker room around when you need one. 
 
     “Xan, come look at this tatt.”  Colin beckoned her over.  He stood by the wall where swinging posters mounted to the wall made up books of tattoo patterns.   
 
    She went over and stood beside him, peering at a design he pointed to.  It was a white horned wolf howling at a full moon.  
 
    “What do you think?” His arm dropped to his side. 
 
    “Not bad,” she said.  “Where would you put it?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know.  Maybe on my—” 
 
    Standing behind them, I gave Xan’s ass a playful swat through her school uniform pants.  She didn’t flinch or jump, but turned her face to Colin.  “You insatiable beast!”    
 
     He stared.  “I am?” 
 
    “I thought you told me you were never sucking my toes again.” 
 
    “I did.  You wouldn’t let me work my way up.” 
 
    “And yet my feral charm has overwhelmed your restraint, you horny beast.” 
 
    “You’re plain nuts, know that?” he said. 
 
    Invisible, I smiled.  Damn, this is fun. 
 
    Xan leaned into him.  “Wolves pin down and bite the throat of challengers to establish dominance.  Want me to bite your jugular?  I’m almost sure I won’t accidently rip it out.” 
 
    I walked away.  That hadn’t gone quite as I’d expected.  A bust really.  I looked for Zahra.  Her eyes would be the true test of my new power.  I needed to know if a seer could beat my Demon Wings spell.  Unfortunately, she was gone.   
 
    Ladies Room possibly.   
 
    That left Colt and Julia to mess with.  I walked over to Julia.  She stood by the front window, to the right of the door, peering out into the gloomy city street.   
 
    I looked out, too.  There were no Scavenger bodies.  Colt had cleaned them up.  I was just going to have to wonder what they actually looked like.  I saw a granite lane and on the far side of the street, there seemed to be an old crone selling poisoned apples from a two-wheeled push cart.  She seemed to be paying a lot of attention to Red’s shop.   
 
    Suspicious.  But she’s selling poisoned apples.  How can that be normal? 
 
    Watching like a hawk, Julia stiffened, noticed her too.  Julia seemed the sharpest of the bunch, the only one who’d been consistently nice to me.  Because I didn’t want to mess with her, I knew I had to.  Perversity becomes a way of life to those who are demon-raised.  The question was; what to do and how far to take it? 
 
    I jolted as Colt appeared by my side and clapped a hand on my shoulder.  This extended my spell to include him.  He said, “Knock it off, Dad.  Julia loves you.  You’ll make her cry.  Then Xan will hurt you.  And I won’t stop her.” 
 
    “I was only testing the new tatt.” 
 
    “I love you, Dad, but I’ve learned to automatically assume everything you say is a lie.” 
 
    It felt weird having someone my own age calling me Dad. 
 
    “Colt, can you just call me by name?” 
 
    He gave me a crooked grin.  “And make something easy on you, Dad?  You raised me.  Or you will in the future.  That doesn’t make me want to do you any favors.” 
 
    “Colt—” Julia turned from the window and scanned the room.  “Where’d he go?” 
 
    I stepped back, breaking contact with Colt.   
 
    Julia jerked back, bumping the wall.  “There you are.  Stop playing around.  We have a watcher out front.” 
 
    Colt went to the window and looked out.  “We do?” 
 
    I kept backing away.   
 
    Maybe I need to get out of here after all. 
 
    “Caine,” Colt called out, “power down your spell and don’t use it without our permission.  Also, you can’t run away without one of us.” 
 
    Julia’s eyes scanned the room, missing me. 
 
    The stupid headband kicked in, frosting my forehead as it compelled.  I used a new mental muscle to draw power from the tatt so its magic shut down.  After igniting with Xan’s power, a trickle of my own shadow magic had kept it running.  Shadow magic and demon magic seemed to share an affinity. 
 
    Julia’s stare snagged on me.  “Oh, there you are.” 
 
    Xan and Colin came up behind me.  Xan’s fingertips trailed across my shoulders.  “It healed completely.  Looks cute, too.” 
 
    “There he goes,” Colin said, “breaking the rules again.” 
 
    Xan pressed into my back and squeezed my ass so no one could see—except maybe Zahra, wherever she was.  Xan whispered in my ear.  “Colin and I are just friends. There’s nothing deliciously incestuous going on.” 
 
    I whispered back.  “I know.  Licking toes doesn’t count as sex, not by itself, incestuous or otherwise.” 
 
    “It doesn’t?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” I said.  “You were lied to.” 
 
    She let go of me and turned to Colin.  “Damn you!  I thought I was reaching new heights of depravity.” 
 
    “You are a lot more innocent than you know,” Colin said.  “Gullible, too.” 
 
    Xan glowered at him.  “Don’t you ever say that again!  I’ve got a reputation to build.”  She turned to me.  “Forget this conversation.  That’s an order.” 
 
    Something just flew out of my head.  I wonder what it was. 
 
    Xan yelled past my ear to Julia.  “Hey, you said we’re being watched.  Want me to go out there and kill something?  I’m in the mood.” 
 
    Red came up to Colin.  “Hey, kid, time to settle up.  You owe me for six hours of work.” 
 
    Colin reached into a pocket and pulled out a handful of silver coins.  They were stamped with a complex snowflake design. 
 
    “Are you trying to get killed?” Red asked.  “I’m a dragon.  Fey glamour can fool my eyes, but I know what real silver smells like.”  
 
     “Knock it off, Colin.”  Colt joined us, holding out a cupped palm.  Red gems glittered there, fracturing light.   
 
    So beautiful. 
 
    I swayed.  In the back shadows of my mind, I saw a flash of twin gold stars, like eyes peering out of me.  My hand moved on its own.  I plucked up one of Colt’s stones—and popped it in my mouth.  I swallowed.  And the eyes closed in my mind. 
 
    What the fuck did I do? 
 
    Xan grinned. 
 
    Colin stared.  “What the fuck did you just do?” 
 
    Red ignored my behavior, as if it was perfectly natural.  He studied the remaining stones.  “Those aren’t rubies. What are they?” 
 
    “Cuprite,” Colt said.  “Very rare in pure crystal form.  This is the currency of the Red Moon.” 
 
    Red picked out four stones and gave Colt a nod.  “Pleasure doing business with you.  Come back again.” 
 
    Julia walked up and wiggled a finger.  Red bent down to look her in the eyes.  She planted a kiss on his cheek.  “See you later.” 
 
    “Please,” he said, “I’m a married dragon.” 
 
    “I know.  Give my love to Aggie.” 
 
    Red studied her smiling face.  “Do we know you?” 
 
    “In time, you will.  Thanks a lot.”  She shifted her gaze to Colt.  “We need a portal.” 
 
    “Coming up,” he said. 
 
    “Where’s my shirt?” I asked. 
 
    Xan grinned at me.  “I hope you don’t mind, but I threw it away.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged.  “I didn’t think you’d want to wear it after I used it to clean bug guts off my sword.”   
 
    I sighed.  “I liked that shirt.” 
 
    Colt waved at me and ribbons of copper-red light banded around my upper torso.  The bands fused and became a puffy pirate shirt—still copper-red.  
 
    I looked down at myself.  “Oh, that’s so much better.  I’m all set for hitting a disco club.  Just kill me now.” 
 
    “Hides the tattoo,” Colt said.  “That’s an advantage.  It will take a while for people to learn you have a new power, especially if you’re discrete.” 
 
    “Not much hope of that.”  Zahra strolled across the room.  “Some people are destined to be extravagant.” 
 
    “There you are,” Colt said.  “We’re leaving.” 
 
    I stared at Zahra.  “I really wish you’d give me a break.  When did I piss in your Corn Flakes?” 
 
    She stared back, silent a moment.  “Sorry, you’re right.” 
 
    I didn’t know how to take that; few people ever apologized to me and meant it.  Actually, I wasn’t sure anyone ever had. 
 
    A copper-red disk formed in the air behind Colt.  It swelled and deepened as the core fell away into new dimensions. The vortex spun a little.  The portal burnt the air with a sage-and-paprika scent.  Colt turned from us to face into the portal.  “C’mon, Caine.” Colt stepped into the magic vortex.  The others followed.  And I tagged along.  I’d been given an order; I had to obey.   
 
    The portal closed behind me. There was a sensation of fluctuating gravity, of falling horizontally, then the forward disk of the portal opened.  The conduit returned us to the abandoned industrial building that the Legion of Five had commandeered for a secret hideout.  Leaving the portal, it gave me a magical kick in the pants.  I staggered into Colin and we both went down. 
 
    I swear that portal hates me. 
 
    “Yellow snow!” Colin cursed. 
 
    Xan picked us casually, displaying a scary level of strength. 
 
    Colt and Julia looked ahead, ignoring the rumpus.  Julia had both guns drawn off her hips.  The revolvers clicked as she pulled back the hammers.  Apparently, our secret base wasn’t secret anymore.  I recognized Kaden in his burning armor, and a dozen of his chief warriors.  Kaden leaned on a massive sword.  It, too, was wreathed in flames.  An ugly smile stretched Kaden’s face.   
 
    I’m being rescued.   I felt a momentary flutter of panic.  Wait, do I want to be rescued by him? 
 
    Next to him, I spotted Weasel, the Clan Security Officer.  He had beady black eyes in a furry, whiskered face.  Over his fuzzy chest, he wore a crisscrossing harness with ninja throwing spikes along the lengths of leather.  The harness held a short sword and dagger on opposing hips.  He wore tight, black pants and combat boots—plus a fanged grin.  “See, Kaden, I said my tracking magic could find his trail.” 
 
    “So you did,” Kaden said.  “The boys and I will take it from here.” 
 
    “You’ve come to take me back home?” I said. 
 
    Lifting the point of his sword from the concrete floor, Kaden took a couple steps toward us.  “Oh, no!  Nobody wants you back, halfling, except the Old Man.  And tragically, he’ll have to settle for your body.  You see, when we caught up to your kidnappers, it was much too late; they’d already killed you.”  He stopped to look back at his warriors as they advanced to close the distance to him.  “All we could do was avenge your murder.” 
 
    “Small problem with that,” Xan said.  “He’s not dead.” 
 
    Kaden smiled.  “Not yet.”  He rushed us like a derailed train, a war-scream on his lips.  His blade swept straight at me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SEVEN 
 
      
 
    “Cute can hurt like is a playful 
 
    kitty trying out her claws.” 
 
      
 
                                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    A copper-red wall of force materialized.  It swept away from us, toward the far wall, slamming the demons back with brutal force—somehow leaving Kaden untouched, an offering to Xan.  Her rapier was out, catching Kaden’s blade, lithely turning it aside as she danced closer to his armored bulk.  I didn’t have to see her face to know a huge grin dominated it.   
 
    Colin stood beside me, legs wide, arm extended, ending with a dramatic finger-point.  “Legion, go!” 
 
    He didn’t actually have to tell them that; guns ready, Julia had already leaped forward.  She swung wide of Xan and Kaden, chasing after the displaced demons.  Colin jogged along in Julia’s wake.  As Colt’s sweeping barrier faded out, he circled Xan from the opposite side.   
 
    That left me to protect Zahra.  She huddled on the floor, tearing at her clothes in fear, face turned down toward the floor.  “Don’t worry.  I’ll protect you,” I said. 
 
    With so many demons in the vicinity, demon energy was leaking heavily into the air.  I’d trained with the Old Man, developing a sensitivity to magic and the ability to tap that power for a few minor demon spells.  I called that loose energy to me, catching it with the chakras in my body.  I channeled that flow to my new tattoo and tried to activate it. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Oh, hell.  Colt ordered me not to use the tatt without permission.  I’m screwed.  No, I just need Zahra to give the order. 
 
    “Zahra,” I said “I need you to...” 
 
    She’d shed her clothes like she was anticipating a gang rape and wanted to be helpful.  Crouching on all fours, her fine ass was lifted for inspection.  In other circumstances, I would have enjoyed the view a great deal more.  A light bristle of hair swept over her body as her ears migrated to the top of her head.  Her hands were flat on the concrete, fingers splayed and shrinking, becoming paws with sharp claws.  Her coat continued to fill in, growing thick and luxurious, as her tail bone erupted with new vertebra that quickly became hidden with muscle, skin, and fur.  Her knees reversed themselves with a cracking sound that hurt just to hear.   
 
    She shuddered, shaking off the last of her human elements, and turned to face me with yellow irises and large, round, black pupils, her face spouted tuffs of extra thick fur off her checks.  She flicked her stub of a tail.  White-bellied, gray-and-tawny everywhere else, Zahra looked like a young tiger that woke up one day and decided to go with leopard spots instead.  She made a screechy, whiny noise, followed by a grunty rumble.   
 
    I interpreted this to mean: Don’t sweat it.  I can take care of myself. 
 
    “Fine for you, but without human words, you can’t give me permission to us my Demon Wings spell.” 
 
    Her tail flicked my words away, bobcat for: Sounds like a personal problem. 
 
    She sat on her haunches and turned her attention to Xan and Kaden.  So, did I.  The huge ifrit retreated step by step as Xan’s blade found the chinks in his armor time and again.  All his speed and power were wasted.  Whoever had trained Xan to use a sword had created living, relentless machine with unerring precision and a gleeful, unnerving laugh.   
 
    At one point, she high-jumped backward over the horizontal bar of his sword.  She hit the floor lightly and spun to deliver a solid kick into the greave protecting his right shin.   
 
    Kaden staggered back, face darkening with anger and frustration.  By now, he had to see he was being toyed with; a blow to his warrior-pride that delighted me no end.  He spoke words of power, a demon spell, and a jet of fiery plasma spewed out of his mouth, past the opening of his helmet.  The plasma ran into a thick, wet cloud that held up the fire long enough for a waterspout to form around Xan.  The water-spiral slammed the plasma into superheated steam. 
 
    I dodge back from the battle, concerned that even stronger magics might be coming.  Kaden was First Sword in our demon clan for a reason.  Xan lacked Kaden’s years of experience in actual combat, but she’d gone toe-to-toe with the Scavengers so I wasn’t that worried.   
 
    My stare sought out the other Legionaries though, in case I needed to call for help.  I’d heard a few cracks of gunfire, Julia firing with reserve, hoarding her ammo, making each shot count.  It looked to me like she was merely playing but demons were going down with holes in their heads.   
 
    With her covering fire, neither Colin nor Colt were overwhelmed.  Colin moved in a white whirl of snow, frost covering his body and the floor where he passed.  He held a mace made of ice, with icicle spikes, engaging two demons at once.  One of his foes had lizard scales that dripped green fire.  The snow hissed around him, becoming green steam.   
 
    The other demon had iced over with ice magic of his own.  He held a broadsword made of white ice.  Colin caught the sword with his mace.  This wasn’t a test of warrior muscle but of reinforcing magic.  Whoever’s ice magic was the weakest would find their weapon shattered.  Unless they were at the same strength.   
 
    The sword exploded.   
 
    Colin’s mace looked fine but before he could move in, the fire demon cut in to save his ally. 
 
    No one ever said battles were fair. 
 
    Colin retreated, leading the fire demon to confidently follow.  The lizard-demon made a throwing motion and green-fire slime sailed at Colin.  A shell of ice formed in front of the splattering liquid. The center of the ice shell sloughed to the floor but Colin was left untouched.   
 
    Ice under the demon erupted upward into fast-growing stalagmites.  The lizard man was gutted, dying on his feet. 
 
    I watched Colt catch a steel sword in his bare hand, crushing it, sending fragments flying, transformed to sugar glass.   
 
    While he did this, Colt’s red-copper lightning leaped from his other hand, making a very big hole in a black-armored demon. 
 
    “Who the hell are these kids!” a demon warrior yelled.   
 
    He never got his answer as Julia shot out his left eyeball and he died.   
 
    Colin shouted the answer with joyous pride for the rest of the demons to hear.  “We are the Legion of Five!” 
 
    “I told you,” Julia shot out another demon’s eyeball, “I don’t like that name.” 
 
    Wait a second, where’s Weasel? 
 
    I looked around for the Clan Security Officer and found him edging around the whole battle, hugging a wall, using old tables and some stacked wooden pallets for cover.  He saw me watching him and made a flinging motion.   
 
    I turned sideways, leaning away from the path of his throwing spikes, but it was unnecessary.  Zahra sprang into the air and batted three of the pikes from the air with front paws.  She landed with a grunt and looked over her shoulder at me.   
 
    She made a screechy rumble which I interpreted to mean: Who is protecting whom? 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    My words fell on her flicking tail as she streaked toward Weasel.  His eyes got large with fear.  He leaped onto a table and jumped from there to the top of the piled pallets.   
 
    I laughed as I picked up one of Weasel’s throwing spikes.     
 
    He actually thinks he can outclimb a pissed-off werecat? 
 
    The sound of an armored body slamming on concrete drew my attention back to Xan and Kaden.  He’d dropped his sword.  Xan stood on his half-melted chest plate. Ball lightning hovered protectively around her.  The tip of her rapier poised near one of Kaden’s flaming eyeballs. 
 
    “Answer correctly and I’ll let you keep the eye,” Xan said. 
 
    “What question?” Kaden asked breathlessly. 
 
    “Who is the greatest swordswoman you know?” 
 
    I knew the answer she wanted.  It wasn’t hard to figure out.  All it would cost Kaden to keep his eyeball was his pride.  I waited to see what he would do. 
 
    “You are the greatest swordswoman of all time and have thoroughly humbled me.” 
 
    His choice disappointed me.   
 
    Xan hopped off his chest and sheathed her sword.  “As long as you know, go pick up your trash and leave.  And tell the world that you were bested by the Mighty Xan.” 
 
    A series of crashes brought my stare to fallen pallets.  Weasel lay sprawled on them.  Zahra pinned him down with a clawed paw on his chest, growling in his face.  He stayed very still.   
 
    Elsewhere, it seemed the battle was over.  The demons had surrendered.  Julia and Colin were disarming the survivors as Colt stood there, a threat lit up with copper-red lightning. 
 
    I looked back to Kaden, the eternal pain in my ass.  Slowly, he picked himself up off the concrete, struggling to stand.  “I will remember that name.”  He walked away but called over his shoulder.    “You should remember something, too, glory hound.” 
 
    I walked over to Xan.  She stared after Kaden, a puzzled expression on her pretty blue face.  “What?” she called after him. 
 
    A safe distance away, his surviving demons around him, he called back.  “Demons lie.” 
 
    Colin, Julia, and Colt backed away from the demons.  released, Weasel scurried to Kaden’s side.  A black-edged demon portal opened behind them.  The demons fled into its ember red depths as if returning to hell, not leaving one.  The portal closed. 
 
    That dumped the problem of dealing with the dead bodies on us.  I sighed.  Clean-up duty again.  It was my regular job in the clan. 
 
    The Legion of Five assemble around me.  Zahra picked up her clothes, needing them now that she was human again.  She hurriedly dressed and then stepped over and smacked my arm with the back of her hand.  “You stared at my ass!” 
 
    I grinned.  “Well, if you’re going to point it at me, it’s hardly my fault.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed in disgust.  “I should have let you die!” 
 
    I wiped away my smile.  “Colt would have cried.” 
 
    If he really is my son from the future.    
 
    Her mouth dropped open.  “I shouldn’t have said that.  Sorry.” 
 
    “No problem.  And next time you shift, I won’t look at your fine ass.  I promise.”   
 
    Grave doubt hung in her eyes.  
 
    I crossed my heart while crossing two fingers behind my back.   
 
    Her dark eyes brightened with a shimmer of gold magic as her seer vision kicked in.  She hit me again.  “Staring at my tits instead is no way to keep that promise!” 
 
    “Hey, you don’t get to hit me for things I haven’t done yet!” 
 
    “You’re a demon lord.  That’s reason enough,” she said. 
 
    “Demon lord, that has a nice ring to it.” 
 
    I’d bring it up with a Career Counselor if I were going to high school instead of getting schooled at home. 
 
    Colt frowned.  “Dad, stop being a jerk.  We’re here to help you.” 
 
    “Help me off with the shackles of my slavery then.” I pointed at the silver headband I wore. 
 
    He actually flushed in embarrassment. 
 
    He can’t be my son. 
 
    “Sorry, Dad, I can’t do that yet.  Not now.  You can’t go back to the Clan House until you can take Kaden, one-on-one.  It’s the only way you’ll be safe there.  And we have to run; Kaden will be back with more troops and stronger magic.  He can’t let you live after all this.” 
 
    Julia sighed.  “Apparently, we should have portalled to Santa Catalina Island from the Underground instead of coming here.  Taking a holiday hasn’t worked out” 
 
    I smiled with cruel pleasure.  “So, you’ve changed the timeline.  There goes the integrity of the temporal multiverse.  And what about the dead demons?  You told Xan not to kill so the future wouldn’t change.  I didn’t see you guys holding back.” 
 
    “Yeah!” Xan said.  “What about that?” 
 
    Julia looked at me.  “They were trying to kill you!  I got a little excited.” 
 
    Colt shrugged instead of making an excuse.  “If their deaths were going to cause serious changes, an older version of me would have popped in—or Mom—to keep me on point.”  He grinned.  “What the heck!  It will all work out fine—somehow.” 
 
    A half-assed approach to life?  Okay, I see the resemblance now. 
 
    “So, we just leave the bodies and run,” I said.  “Where to?” 
 
    Colin grinned.  “Fairy!” 
 
    Julia glared at him.  “No.  The Winter Court is covered in ice and blizzard most of the time.  The other Courts won’t be friendly.  It’s not like Caine is High King yet.” 
 
    Yet? 
 
    “Colt’s right,” Zahra said.  “We should do what he’s about to say.” 
 
    We all looked at Colt.   
 
    His stare slid across us.  “Okay, I’ll take you to my Citadel of Solitude, but you’ve got to keep it secret from Mom.  It’s the only place I have real privacy.  I keep its location in a shielded part of my brain.” 
 
    “Ummm, exactly where is this citadel of yours?” I asked. 
 
    “Dark side of the Red Moon,” he said.  “I’ve trained the local monsters to act as guards.” 
 
    “Monsters?” Xan said.  “Cool!” 
 
    “The Red Moon, huh?” Julia said.  “I suppose that will be all right.” 
 
    “Never heard of it,” I said. 
 
    “It’s Mom’s domain,” Colt said.  “She moves it around from sky to sky, dimension to dimension.  We have a family estate there.” 
 
    “Why don’t we stay at this family estate then?” I asked. 
 
    Julia leaned in to whisper in my ear.  “Selene is insane.  And fixated on you.  She’d clone you, skin the clone, and wear its skin if she thought of it.” 
 
    I shuddered. 
 
    Zahra leaned in, also whispering.  “Insane is putting it mildly.” 
 
    Not to be left out, Colin leaned in with his own elaboration.  “She’d probably rape your under-age ass non-stop with a strap-on, so I say go for it.” 
 
    Colt grabbed Colin by the collar and jerked him back.  “I’m traumatized enough.  I don’t need to get born decades earlier in the timeline.  That would wreck everything.” 
 
    “A whole new timeline would be created that would replace us with alternative versions—if we exist at all,” Julia said. 
 
    Zahra glared at Colin.  “If Caine doesn’t get together with Izumi because Selene enslaves him now, you’ll never be born.  You’ll be a soap bubble in the air that gets popped.  You want that, elf-boy?” 
 
    “You make a good point,” Colin said.  “So, let’s get out of here already and keep a low profile.” 
 
    A red-copper disk expanded in the air.  Colt gestured and the disk became a tunnel out of time/space.  He went first, Zahra staying close to him.  Xan shoved me in next and hurried up to walk at my side.  The wind died as the back of the conduit closed.  I assumed Julia and Colin were bringing up the rear but I didn’t look back to be sure.   
 
    Xan hooked her arm in mine, grinning.  “I like the younger version of you.  We never have near so much fun in the future with you always running off to fight the Flawless.” 
 
    “These Flawless sound like a pain in the ass,” I said.  “What exactly drives them?” 
 
    She shrugged.  “They try to live up to their press, hating imperfection.” Her head tick-tocked sideways.  “All that is imperfect must die!”  She stilled the rocking, her grin widening.  “You’re the most flawed being there’s ever been, so of course they despise you with an endless passion.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t Selene just jump far enough back in time to undo their civilization before they become a threat?” 
 
    Everyone stopped mid-vortex to exchange questioning glances. 
 
    “What?” I said.  “Didn’t anyone ever think of it?” 
 
    “I’ll ask Mom the next time I see her,” Colt said. 
 
    We walked out the front of the portal—except for me.  I was jettisoned with malice, my feet kicked forward as I hung in the air, tethered by Xan who brought me down in a controlled manner. 
 
    “It’s okay, big brother.  I’ve got you.”  Xan settled me on my feet as red dust swirled by on cold, moaning winds.  The red-crystal ground bathed us with a bloody, theatrical light.  The gravity felt lighter as well. 
 
    “Okay,’ I said, “that proves it; Colt’s portal hates me!” 
 
    “Sorry,” he said.  “These passages are magically structured and controlled on a subconscious level so I can focus on other things.” 
 
    Which means Colt hates me deep down in the unreasonable part of his mind. 
 
    “What did I ever do to you?” I asked. 
 
    He laughed raggedly.  “We don’t have years to go into it.” 
 
    Damn!   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “Secrets are never as safe as we hope.” 
 
      
 
                                                 —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    The Red Moon certainly lived up to the name.  The sky was crimson, the grit coloring the wind, the crystal formations that jutted up in bristling knots: all the color of blood. 
 
    Nice place. 
 
    A light shone high above.  I looked and saw a mottled planet.  The browns and greens were distant continents.  The blue swatches were seas.  An unseen sun lit up that world, making it a lamp in our sky. 
 
    “That’s not Earth, is it?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Colt said.  “That’s the Dragon World.  Before evolving into a goddess, Mom was a dragon of the Red Clan—same as Julia and Red—so she likes to bring her moon here when she’s in a mood to remember.” 
 
    “The Dragon World!” Xan said.  “Do they sell, like, cows on a spit?  And tee shirts.  I’m getting hungry again.” 
 
    “We just had pizza,” Julia said.  
 
    “Combat magic takes a toll,” Xan complained.  “My stomach may be all that stands between us and udder destruction; roast beef will keep it happy.  Trust me; you want me happy.” 
 
    His hand dribbling red-copper star-points, Colt handed her a bar of light that became a wrapped candy bar he’d pulled out of the ether. 
 
    “Neat trick,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll say.”  Xan snatched it out of his hand.  “Mine!” 
 
    I watched her rip off the paper and cram half the candy bar into her voracious maw.   Note to self: never get between Xan and an all-you-can-eat buffet, especially if she’s been fighting. 
 
    “This way.” Colt walked off.  
 
    We followed.  He guided us to a smooth, glassy path between crystal spurs that reminded me of carved lotuses.   
 
    No way the wind did that.  These are markers, landmarks. 
 
    The red crystal walls rose until we were at the bottom of a deep rift.  The trailed forked.  One side wall had a palm-sized crystal flower growing out of it.   
 
    Another marker.  Does he really need them or is this for our benefit, so we can find our way if he’s not with us? 
 
    Julia moved beside me as we continued.  I caught her gaze.  “Have you guys been here before?” 
 
    “First time,” she said.  “I’m kinda curious to know what Colt’s hiding from his mom.  We’re walking in because she might have sensed our arrival to her goddess-domain.  If she’d have popped in to investigate our portal, I doubt we’d be going on to Colt’s citadel right now.” 
 
    Colin spoke from behind me.  “Guys need their privacy, and mothers like to snoop.  At least, mine does.  Moms need to be deceived because they are so mistrustful.” 
 
    “You’re full of baloney,” Zahra said.  “My Mom’s not like that.  Kat trusts me to tell her what I need to, but doesn’t push unless it’s important.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “Got to be an exception that proves a rule.  At least you guys have mothers.  Mine threw me out with the bathwater when I was a baby.  I’ve always wondered what it is about me she hated so much.”  Belatedly, I realized I’d left a perfect opening for someone to slam me through.  Instead, uncomfortable silence kept me company. 
 
    The trail branched again.  This time, Colt took the opposite path than the one indicated.  “Every third marker lies,” he said.  “Remember that.” 
 
    “Sure,” Zahra said.  “Not that I need markers.  I’m special.” 
 
    I grinned, about to agree, and make a reference to her special naked ass, a picture carried in my mental files.  For some inexplicable reason, I found myself clamping my mouth shut on the words. 
 
    Damn!  Don’t tell me I’m getting soft.  That could be dangerous. 
 
    Zahra sighed.  “Thanks for not saying it, Caine.  My hand still hurts from the last time I smacked you.” 
 
    “No problem,” I said. 
 
    Interesting.  She doesn’t just see the future, but alternate versions.  I wonder how much of her present experience is stolen by the ghosts of possibilities. 
 
    “What am I missing?” Colin asked. 
 
    Julia shared a smile with me while answering him.  “Everything.” 
 
    Colt held up a hand to stop us at a curve in the trail, a blind spot. 
 
    Zahra pushed Xan forward.  “Go!  He needs you.” 
 
    Xan joined Colt in the lead.  She stared at him.  “What is it?” 
 
    “One of Mom’s experiments got loose.  Try not to kill it but get it moving so we can continue.” 
 
    “Just open a portal,” Colin said.   
 
    Colt shook his head.  “Bending space in this area too many times will give away the location of the Citadel.  We’re almost there.” 
 
    Xan’s hand rested lightly on her sword hilt.  “What kind of experiment?”   
 
    “Mom calls it a willow-wad.  Think of a sentient tumble weed that can shoot webbing from multiple stalks—a kind of inorganic spider with unbendable legs.” 
 
    “Cool!” Xan said.  “Do they taste good?” 
 
    Colin said, “Why don’t you let us know?” 
 
    With a nod to herself, she jumped up against one side wall, rebounded across the trail to the opposite wall, ping-ponging until she was thirty feet up.  Only then did she change course so her leaps took her around the bend. 
 
    Spiderwoman couldn’t do it any better,” Julia said. 
 
    “You mean Spiderman,” I said. 
 
    Julia frowned a little.  “Oh, yeah, her comic isn’t out yet in 1975.  You’ll have to wait a few years.” 
 
    “Yeah, time comes, I’ll run right out and buy three.” 
 
    As if. 
 
    I thought of my schedule: four hours of martial arts training, two hours of practical magic, two hours in the Old Man’s research library with a required reading list, weapon drills, gun range, and dusting the Old Man warehoused collection of mystic relics while I’m supposed to figure out just what the hell they are.  
 
    Usually, I’m lucky to find time to crap and eat. Getting kidnapped is my first vacation in years.  
 
     I heard scuffling around the corner and a sound like chopping wood.  There were flashes of reflected blue-white lightning and the sound of exploding rock. 
 
    “Okay,” Zahra called.  “You can come on now.” 
 
    We rounded the bend and found burning kindling scattered everywhere.  Xan stood by a fall of rock, looking down at the mess she’d made.  “Stupid rocks squished it flat,” she said.  “Nothing left to eat.”  She kicked a boulder.  It split in half, spraying stone chips. 
 
    Colt sighed.  “Subtility isn’t your strength.” 
 
    Xan stared at him.  “Hey!  I can do subtle.” 
 
    “Right.”  Colt edged around the rockfall and continued on. 
 
    “Of course, you can,” Zahra agreed. 
 
    “In a heartbeat,” Colin added. 
 
    “Any day of the week,” Julia said. 
 
    Following everyone else, smiling at Xan.  “I’ll say anything you order me to.” 
 
    “I can!”  Bringing up the rear of the column, she growled in annoyance.  Her high, girlish tone took some of the menace from the sound.   
 
    “Since it was inorganic, I doubt you could have eaten it,” I said. 
 
    “Now you tell me!”  Xan stomped along with us as the trail rose.   
 
    We climbed until the walls were gone and we stood on a lip of cuprite encrusted earth.  The winds were strong here.  We looked cross a bowl with a giant splinter of red crystal in its center that shot up past us, stabbing at the red sky.  At eye level, it had a dark cave in the side.   
 
    “There it is,” Colt said, “the Citadel of Solitude.” 
 
    “I was expecting a fortress,” Colin said, “not a tower.” 
 
    “A fortress is just a state of mind,” Colt said. 
 
    “No,” Colin said.  “Don’t go playing more-Zen-than-thou with us.  That’s just a tower.” 
 
    “I’m not changing its name,” Colt said.  “Deal with it.” 
 
    Zahra beamed all over Colt.  “I like the name,” 
 
    Somehow, that doesn’t surprise me. 
 
    “So, how do we get in?  Do we have to climb down into the bowl, then up the tower?” I asked. 
 
    Colt pointed.  “There’s an invisible suspension bridge over there.” 
 
    “Ah,” Colin said, “that’s what you wanted the bridge for.” 
 
    “It’s a fey bridge?” I asked.  “I hope you checked it out to be sure it’s spell-free.  One should always look fey gifts in the mouth…and never turn your back on them.” 
 
    “Hey,” Colin said, “you sound like fey can’t be trusted.  We can.  Sometimes.” 
 
    “Right.”  Colt moved a few feet down and stepped out on what looked like empty air.  He walked out, bouncing a little, his hand outstretched on an unseen guide rope. 
 
    “Of course, you can,” Zahra agreed. 
 
    “In a heartbeat,” Colin added. 
 
    “Any day of the week,” Julia said. 
 
    “I trust you to lick my toes,” Xan said.  “Be happy.” 
 
    They followed Colt.  I passed Colin who looked like he’d be bringing up the rear this time.  I slapped his shoulder.  “I’ll believe anything you tell me to.” 
 
    The bouncy walk over nothingness might have unnerved a regular human, but none of us was that—with Zahra coming the closest.  She scurried with small steps, staying close to Colt, the center of her universe.  My hand found the guide rope, skimming it as I bounced along on the swaying bridge.  The cave in the side of the tower was irregular, giving no sign of being manufactured.   
 
    The eye in the needle, a real eyrie. 
 
    Those ahead of me ducked into the opening, vanishing into thick shadow.  I stepped off the unseen bridge, into darkness.  Feeling ahead, I found a wall.  My eyes suddenly tingled and I found I could see new wavelengths of light.  I turned to follow echoing steps and saw a red light haloing those ahead.   
 
    Colin crowded me from behind.  “Keep moving,” he said.  I want to see what Colt’s got stashed here besides a porn collection. 
 
    Zahra’s voice floated back to us.  “Colt doesn’t have porn.  He has me to dream of.” 
 
    “She actually said that out loud,” I muttered. 
 
    There was laughter in Colin’s icy voice.  “Shameless hussy!” 
 
    “You take that back!” Zahra yelled. 
 
    “Colin…” I heard the sound of Julia’s revolver being cocked.  “Apologize like you mean it.” 
 
    He sighed.  “Sorry, Zahra.  It was just a joke.  I didn’t mean to imply you were anything less than a proper lady.” 
 
    The passage swerved again.  We entered a sizable chamber.  The inner walls possessed a soft radiance that washed us all crimson. I looked up at a cathedral ceiling with cuprite chandeliers.  Thick black carpeting lay underfoot.  A spiral staircase in the center of the space led down into darkness.  Various sitting areas were scattered about. 
 
    “Hey, it’s warm in here,” Julia said.  She wandered off to a plush couch and flopped down, putting her feet up on a squat wooden coffee table.  “Place needs a big-screen TV.” 
 
    Colin went straight to the spiral staircase and peered down.  “Where does this thing go?” 
 
    “Treasure vault, armory, bathroom, and guestrooms,” Colt said.  “I figured one day I’d have company.” 
 
    Colin turned back to give Colt a bright-eyed stare.  “Treasure?” 
 
    “Rare magical artifacts, my action figures, and half a ton of Lil’ Debby’s snack cakes—emergency rations.”   
 
    “Yum,” Xan sid. 
 
    Colt strolled over to a long table against one wall.  There were a dozen lava lamps there, operating without any sign of electricity.  Under the table was a miniature fridge.  He opened it and reached in. 
 
    “Got any beer?” I asked. 
 
    “I can use one,” Zahra said. 
 
    Colt swiveled to look at her in surprise.  “You drink?” 
 
    Zahra stared back.  “I usually have beer for breakfast with a pineapple Danish.  Beer and bread are an ancient Egyptian custom for starting the day.” 
 
    “Every day, for breakfast,” Colin smiled.  “You do have a cool Mom.” 
 
    “We have no alcohol,” Colt said.  “It attracts some of the critters around here.  And if Mom ever finds this place and barges in, I don’t want to confuse the issue on who’s in the wrong.” 
 
    “Your Mom Selene is a goddess,” I pointed out.  “This is her domain of power.  Can you really say she doesn’t know about this place?” 
 
    Colt pulled out a six-pack of soda and set it on the table, slamming the fridge door shut.  “I not only built this on the dark side of the Red Moon, but jumped time to do so.  Trust me, she’s totally clueless.” 
 
    Red star-points in a haze of crimson fog swirled across the table.  Three open cardboard boxes materialized.  I smelled sausage, pepperoni, and mushrooms.  A steepled white card stood by the middle box.  Colt read the card to us.  “Have fun but don’t stay up too late.  Enjoy the snack.  Love, Mom.” 
 
    I walked over for a slice.   
 
    Colt sighed heavily.  “She always gets the last word.” 
 
    A second, steepled card materialized.  I picked it up and scanned the writing: Yes, I do. 
 
    The rest of the guys came over.  Xan grabbed a box just for her and snarled at the rest of us as she ran off with it. 
 
    Colin yelled at her.  “I know you don’t act like that at home!” 
 
    “I’m not at home.  And I’m entitled; I’m an alpha female.”  Xan settled in the embrace of a red velvet wing chair, tucking her feet under her.  She deepened her voice.  “Fear me!” 
 
    I picked up a slice of pepperoni pizza and bit off the point. 
 
    Colt looked at all of us.  “Enjoy tonight.  Tomorrow, boot camp begins.  We can all use it.” 
 
    “You have a Danger Room with holographic simulations to push us to our limits?” Julia asked. 
 
    “No,” Colt said.  “We’re going to have to make do with real danger.” 
 
    Xan cackled.  “Wouldn’t have it any other way.  Hey, is there parmesan cheese?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    NINE 
 
      
 
    “Ordinary dreams are for ordinary 
 
    guys; someone has to suffer.” 
 
      
 
                                                            —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I woke up in my batman boxers, sweating with Julia on one side and Xan on the other.  Asleep, they pinned my arms.  Smelling of chamomile soap, wearing cotton jammies, there was nothing intentionally provocative about their invasion of my space.  Soft breaths caressed my chest as I stared up at the ceiling, needing to pee.  I distinctly remembered going to bed—alone—in one of the guest rooms.  I wiggled my fingers, trying to get some feeling back in them.  Hopefully, one of the girls would shift in their sleep and I could escape. 
 
    Why the hell am I being considerate?  These guys kidnapped and tortured me for hours, putting me under a tattoo gun. 
 
    I knew why.  And it scared me.  This was the feeling of having family, something I’d never known.  The Old Man was more a ringmaster than a father figure, putting me through my paces with a cracking whip and a slapping hand of shadow. 
 
    A real family was scary because I knew it would end.  Good things do.  The Legion of Five was going to return to their future, and I might be decades away from seeing them again, trapped once more in loneliness.  What I now had was a taste of heaven on the way back to hell. 
 
    Julia rolled.  I freed my right arm as she settled, facing away.   
 
    I rolled the opposite direction, straddling Xan as I tried to ease my trapped arm free from under her.   
 
    Her eyes cracked open.  Golden irises glowed softly as her pupils went from round to vertical slits, then back again.  Her voice emerged, a slurred sigh.  “Of course, you can take me, big brother.  I’ve saved myself just for you.”   
 
    I was pretty sure she was talking in her sleep. 
 
    Her eyes closed and her breathing deepened as she returned to her dreams, dreams I didn’t want to know about.  I really did need to pee.  Slowly, I rolled her on her side so I had both hands beside her on the bed.  I shifted my weight and managed to reach the edge of the bed, sliding a leg to the floor.   
 
    A moment later, by the soft red light of the walls, I found the bedroom door.  Out in the hall, I saw the girl’s bedroom door open, and myself coming out in ice-blue pajama bottoms.  That me looked over as I passed.  “Hey,” he said, “where are the girls?”  It was Colin’s voice.   
 
    I shrugged.  “Zahra is where Colt’s sleeping, probably lying at his feet like a good pet.  As for Xan and Julia, they’re in my bed.  Why are you pretending to be me?” 
 
    “Uh, just working on my glamour skills.  Xan and Julia slept with you, huh?”  He looked me up and down.  “Must be the Batman underwear.  Everyone loves Batman.” 
 
    “I’m surprised fey know about Batman,” I said. 
 
    “My Mom spent years hiding out in the human world; she knows pop culture.  She made sure I didn’t miss out on comic books, bicycles, or kites.”  He suddenly looked grumpy.  “Ever try to fly a kite in a blizzard?  I did.  It made Mom happy.  We lost the kite.” 
 
    And I thought I had issues.  
 
    Urged by my bladder, I backed toward the bathroom door.  “The glamour’s flawed.  You aren’t wearing a copy of the headband and your body temperature is pretty low.  Feeling the chill coming off your skin breaks your cover.” 
 
    He stared back.  “Damn, you’re right.”  A fake headband materialized on his forehead. 
 
    I turned and let myself into the bathroom, locking the door behind me.  I went to the toilet and drained my bladder.   Listening to the splash, I wondered if Colin was going to try and take my place in my bed. 
 
    Well, if he gets killed, it’s not really my problem.  Colt or Selene can probably bring him back from the dead.  Of course, a zombie ice-fairy won’t be quite as good as the original, but he’ll have learned a valuable life lesson. 
 
    I shook myself, dropped the boxers, and stepped over to the shower, sliding the black curtain aside so I could run water.  The shower nozzle hissed.  The spray fell into the tub.  I felt the temperature and added more cold water.   
 
    Great plumbing for a cave in the middle of a crystal shard. 
 
    I stepped in the spray and closed the curtain.  Relaxing, I just stood there, soaking up the steam, breathing it, letting my body come alive.  I sensed a presence looming behind me and nearly jumped out of my skin as soft arms wrapped round me and warm tits pressed into my back.  I braced myself with a hand against the wall tiles.  Lips closed upon one ear.  Teeth gently tugged, then bit.  A tongue laved an apology.   
 
    “I know I locked the door,” I said. 
 
    “No locked door can bar true love, beloved.” 
 
    The voice was one I’d heard in the tattoo shop.  Selene, the Red Moon Goddess, Colt’s mother, and my future lover was accosting me.  “Aren’t you messing with temporal stability?” I asked.  “I thought that was a bad thing.” 
 
    Her hands played over my wet flesh.  “I know, but you are the core of my every desire.  How can I resist?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure why I was arguing.  It wouldn’t be the first time some sexy supernatural creature had ravaged me. 
 
    Pounding came through the door along with Colt’s voice.  “Mom, I know you’re in there.  Leave father alone.  You’re screwing with my reality.” 
 
    Selene yelled back.  “Don’t say screw.  Dicks don’t rotate without snapping off.  I tested that theory once.” 
 
    Defensively, I covered my privates, suddenly understanding the danger of being the love toy of an insane goddess. 
 
    “Drop the barrier and come out of there, right now!” Colt ordered.  “Or no more Mother Day cards for you!” 
 
    “I’m only washing his back for him,” Selene yelled.  Her wet, suddenly soapy tits slid up and down my spine.   
 
    I felt myself harden into a massive club. 
 
    Would it really be so wrong to destroy the timeline to get laid? 
 
    The bathroom door exploded inward.  Pieces of it rattled around.  A few flying chunks were caught by the curtain and stopped short.  Colt’s voice sounded much closer.  “Mom, stop it.  I’m not going to be the fruit of statutory rape.”   
 
    Selene whispered into my ear.  “I’ll be back later to tend your wounds.” 
 
    What wounds? 
 
    Colt slid the curtains open and stared at me, not Selene.  She was gone, like a fever-dream, and I’d yet to actually see her face.  I reached for the soap.  “I’d like to finish my shower if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Voices shouted out in the hallway.  “Caine!  Colt! 
 
    Xan and Julia appeared in the doorway.  Zahra poked her head in between them.  All of them were wide-eyed.  Zahra had eyes only for Colt.  Xan and Julia didn’t bother to hide the fact they were evaluating my stiffie.   
 
    “That’s big, big brother,” Xan said.  “Are they all that size?” 
 
    “Definitely not,” Julia answered.  Her eyes were huge. 
 
    “How do you know?”  I raised an eyebrow as I grabbed the curtain to close it.  “A lot of personal experience?” 
 
    Julia’s face reddened.  “I hear things!”  
 
    I closed the curtain.  “Show’s over, people.” 
 
    “Colt, why is the door destroyed?” Zahra asked.  “That will make it embarrassing to use the toilet.” 
 
    “I’ll fix it,” he said. 
 
    “You needed to go that bad?” Xan asked. 
 
    “No.  It was Mom.  Dad needed to be punished for leaving the lid up.  She’s strict that way.” 
 
    “Liar,” I muttered. 
 
    “I can understand that,” Xan said.  “You guys are always doing that.” 
 
    I put the soap aside and turned, rinsing the lather away.  “Long as you’re there, Colt, how about whipping me up some fresh clothes?” 
 
    “Sure, Dad, something to reflect your current station in life.” 
 
    Filtering through the curtain, I saw red-copper radiance.  It died.  I turned off the water and pulled back the curtain.  Everyone was gone.  The door was back in place.  And hanging on the door’s hook was an orange jumpsuit. 
 
    “Not my color.” 
 
      
 
    Dressed in the prison’s uniform, the sleeves rolled back, sneakers on my feet, I climbed the stairs to the upper chamber.  The girls were there with Colt at the breakfast bar.  The empty pizza boxes were at one end.  A plate of steaming croissants and a tub of butter-like spread were the main attraction.  There were also cups of orange juice.  I horned in to get my share before Xan ran off with everything. 
 
    “Where’s Colin?” I asked. 
 
    “Undergoing special training,” Julia’s smile looked vindictive.  “Xan and I are seeing how long it takes him to escape being hogtied with torn sheets.  We told him no magic.  People get too fond of magic.  Makes them dependent.” 
 
    “What did he do to earn that?”  I asked, but I had a real good idea already. 
 
    “He felt me up.” Julia said. 
 
    “He didn’t feel me up,” Xan said.  “That’s so insulting.  I have tits.  Sure, I get mistaken for a guy a lot, but—” 
 
    “Wearing men’s clothes will do that,” I said.  “Have you ever considered leotards and rabbit ears.” 
 
    Julia glared at me.  “Don’t encourage her.” 
 
    Zahra finished buttering a croissant.  She handed it to Colt.  “Here you go.” 
 
    He took it, bit in, chewed, and swallowed with an expression of bliss.  “Umm.  Good.” 
 
    Julia glowered at him.  “And you, stop encouraging Zahra.  She’s not your personal slave.” 
 
    I bit into my own croissant.  She’s not? 
 
    Zahra smiled shyly, averting her eyes from everyone.  “If it’s Colt, I don’t mind.” 
 
    Julia pulled Zahra away from everyone for a private word, not that that was possible with our better-than-human hearing. 
 
    “You need to have a little more respect for yourself or you won’t get it from anyone else,” Julia said.  “Besides, aren’t you already supposed to be in the service of Bastet?   If the cat-goddess finds out you’re worshipping some other god, it could go bad for you.” 
 
    I looked at Colt.  “You’re a full god?” 
 
    “No, a demi-god.  You conceived me before ascending to godhood yourself.” 
 
    I stared at him.  “Wait, I’m going to become a god in the future?” 
 
    “God of Shadow and Wickedness,” Xan said.  “When I was five, you made me build a pyre and sacrifice a goat to you.  We lost my whole treehouse.  Mom was pissed.  It was the last time she let you babysit.  I think that was your plan all along.” 
 
    Colt looked at her.  “He did that?”   
 
    Xan shrugged.  “It taught me a valuable lesson—how to play with matches.” 
 
    I heard stomping on the stairs.  I looked over as Colin appeared from below.  He looked pissed for once, no longer a happy, scheming, deviant elf.  He no longer looked like me, wearing combat fatigues that were three tones of red.  I was almost sure this was glamour.  For all I knew, he ran around naked all the time, wrapped in illusion.  Fey are known for their strangeness—and the tendency to fornicate with anything that crawls, flaps, or yodels. 
 
    Colt looked at him and didn’t hesitate to flash a taunting smile.  “Glad you could join us, elf-lord.  Unfortunately, breakfast is over.  C’mon guys, time to head outside.”  He walked to the door, the rest of us falling in behind him.” 
 
    Xan hung back to talk to Colin.  “Hey, what kept you?” 
 
    “You said no magic.  That just left a lot of squirming and writhing.  I had to dislocate a shoulder, then put it back in place.  It still hurts like a missed Christmas.” 
 
    “But you’re part…”  She looked at me and didn’t finish that sentence.  “Couldn’t you just rip free?” 
 
    “To fully use strength, you need leverage.  I didn’t have any,” Colin explained.  “And mostly, I take after my mom.  We fey don’t have superhuman strength.” 
 
    Xan chortled.  “Sucks to be you.” 
 
    We followed the passage to the mouth in the crystal spire.  Colt led us out across the invisible suspension bridge.  As we walked across nothingness, I considered what Xan had almost let slip.  I needed to work on her, or get a blood sample from Colin. 
 
    Colt led us off the bridge.  He took up a position at the edge of the bowl, looking down at the base of the crystal tower.  We looked down too.  I saw black-iron gargoyles with fanned wings, burning red eyes, razor sharp claws, and jagged teeth.  Their tails chunked on the crystal ground, beating with anticipation.  They stood scattered haphazardly across the bottom of the bowl, looking up at us. 
 
    “Mom loaned them to me for the first exercise,” Colt said.  “They’re the perimeter guard from home.  They normally perch on the roof and pee acid down on anything that comes too close to our fortress.” 
 
    “Acid-peeing gargoyles,” Xan said.  “I want one!” 
 
    “What’s the objective here?” Julia asked. 
 
    “Good question,” Colin said.  
 
    Colt said, “This is merely an obstacle course.  Your goal is to cross the bottom of the bowl, stay alive, and climb the opposite wall.  You are allowed to work in teams.  Want me to go first?” 
 
    I extended a hand toward the waiting monsters.  “Please do.” 
 
    Colt jumped over the edge.   
 
    We peered after him, watching as he kicked off the bowl’s rough wall time and again in a kind of slow-motion fall.   
 
    “Pisses me off the way he makes everything look so easy,” Colin said. 
 
    “I’ll go next,” Zahra said, “if someone will help me get down there.  I don’t want to shift yet.” 
 
    Xan picked her up, slung her over a shoulder, and jumped.  Though probably safe, the little seer screamed all the way down.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TEN 
 
      
 
    “Fear—our first and strongest 
 
    enemy—is never driven far.” 
 
      
 
                                                             —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Riding Xan’s shoulder down the sheer side of the crystal bowl, Zahra screamed all the way.  As a seer, she should have known to ask someone else.  Maybe she’d looked ahead at the coming exercise a little too closely, and not at the bigger picture.  I wondered if anyone had ever suggested to her the need to train her gift to hold a wider perspective and not just dial in on major stuff.  Working with the Old Man, I’d learned it’s the little things that trip you up the most.  
 
    I shifted my gaze to Colt who’d gone first.  The black-iron gargoyles stayed in the area they’d been deployed to, moving within a five-foot circle.  Whenever a gargoyle started to move toward Colt, he shuffled back and edged around it.  His progress meandered unpredictably, but he eventually reached the opposite wall of the bowl and just walked up its side as if gravity had gone perpendicular just for his benefit. 
 
    Show off. 
 
    His technique reminded me of something important: The goal is to win, not always to fight.  Colt achieved this without working up a sweat.  
 
    Xan landed easily as if jumping off cliffs wasn’t anything new.  She dumped Zahra and left her to fend for herself.  Apparently, Xan was weak on teamwork.  Not on much else, though.  She walked straight toward an iron gargoyle and, when he lunged at her, belted him in the snarling face, driving the magical automation backwards into another gargoyle’s posted area.  Xan walked straight toward them both, not a bit of hesitation in her stride.  Where Colt had avoided obstacles, Xan uprooted them, stomped them, pounded them, or kicked them away.  I was curious to see how many gargoyles she could take on at once with her melee technique. 
 
    Left on her own, Zahra followed Xan, doing nothing but letting the other girl clear a path.  I think Colt’s least-energy approach had rubbed off on her. 
 
    “I suppose I’m up,” Colin said. 
 
    Feeling a wave of cold air, I looked at him.  He’d covered himself with ice armor, and then a glamor.  Instead of a fey, I found myself looking at a copy of a gargoyle. 
 
    “You’ve noticed they don’t attack their own kind,” I said.  “Your ice is to prevent them from reading an organic heat signature.” 
 
    “Exactly!  Some use raw power, I use guile.”  He gave me a thumbs-up and bent down to the edge of the drop, touching the bowl.  Ice built up, taking a few moments to reach the bottom.  It reminded me of a frozen waterfall.  Once formed, the white mass reshaped itself, putting out jutting lips like a wagging staircase without rails.   Hopping from ledge to ledge, Colin descended.  Having lived all his life with ice had given him phenomenal balance. 
 
    That left me and Julia.  She looked at me, a faint grin in place, her guns holstered at her sides.   “Nice of him to leave us a way down.”  Julia went over the edge, dropping from ledge to ledge.   
 
    And then it was my turn.  No one had given me a direct order to go down there.  I seriously considered walking back to the tower and seeing if I could find Colt’s secret stash of porn.   I couldn’t believe a future son of mine wouldn’t have the basic vices of all teenagers.  I didn’t buy his pure-hearted godling act at all. 
 
    On the other hand, if they had to come looking for me, I’d get punished.  Colin getting hogtied was a good object lesson.  With a sigh, I jumped out onto the first ice-ledge, following Julia down.  High places didn’t daunt me.   
 
    The first day of training under the Old Man, he’d left me gripping a tree branch, dangling over a cliff: 
 
    “What the fuck!” 
 
    For once, he didn’t slap the back of my head for cussing.  He didn’t want me to lose my grip and fall, ending the torture too soon.  He simply explained. “Fear is the great enemy: fear of death.  Fear of heights.  Fear of falling.  Fear of pain.  There is only one fear you need to keep; fear of ME.  I will make you the greatest warrior that ever lived, or break you utterly.”   
 
    He smiled and walked off to get a beer. The nearby edge of the cliff had a magic barrier.  I wouldn’t be able to climb back to safety until the Old Man returned and allowed it.  Strength or death are the only options; an eternal truth.   
 
    Many such training exercises followed over the years.  This current one didn’t impress me much.  I followed Julia down to the ground and paused with her to survey the obstacle course from this new perspective.   
 
    “Your bullets aren’t going to work on them,” I said. 
 
    Julia shrugged.  “Nothing works all the time.  Fluidity is the best survival trait, the ultimate strength.  You told me that once.” 
 
    “I did?” 
 
    “Well, one day you will.  Here I go.”     
 
    She used a sort of passive-aggressive approach, running along the edge of a gargoyles circle, pausing until he committed to an attack, then retreating, triggering an abort.  In that moment while he stopped, she reentered the trigger zone with a burst of speed that took her past the gargoyle’s blind side, to the far side of his zone.   
 
    Her stop-and-go strategy worked a couple times, but then the gargoyles as a group seemed to learn her pattern.  The third gargoyle stopped and spun, its tail slashing into her path.  She hopped up and jumped off the tail, treating it like a rail in a fence.  The next gargoyle tried the same tail-sweep, but spun the opposite direction, trying to hit her in the back after she passed.  She kicked behind her, stopping the tail with a degree of strength I hadn’t expected.   
 
    That’s right, she’s half dragon. 
 
    She went through the legs of the next gargoyle, grabbed his tail, and scurried back the way she’d come.  Yanking the tail, she flipped the iron monster onto his back and darted aside to a free-zone where she was momentarily safe from attack. 
 
    Meanwhile, Colin reached the far wall without the slightest bit of trouble.  That made me want to kick his fey ass. 
 
    I drew a deep breath.  “I suppose I’d better get serious.” 
 
    I knew this moon was a goddess-domain. A lot of loose energy shimmered in the air and in the crystal.  It wasn’t hard stealing enough magic to activate my new tattoo.  I’d used Xan’s demon magic before.  I figured divine energy would do the same thing. 
 
    Apparently not.  The demon energy of the inkwork didn’t warm to life.  And Xan was out of range, standing at the far wall, looking back at those of us still making our way through. 
 
    So, okay, the hard way it is. 
 
    I tried Colt’s method of avoidance.  After passing the first gargoyle, it strolled after me like I was the damned pied-piper.  Colt had just changed the rules of the game; the gargoyles were allowed to leave their zones now.   
 
    I called ahead to Julia.  “Watch out.  They’ve gone to a roving pattern.” 
 
    Between two gargoyles, she spared me a quick glance, nodding confirmation, and drew her guns.  She fired, giving a gargoyle lead slugs in both eyes.  The automation paused but wasn’t obviously impaired though the hits did mess up its target-acquisition function.  With her speed, that was all the edge Julia needed.  The periodic cracks of gunfire continued to mark her passage. 
 
    I no longer had the luxury of watching her progress; I had trouble of my own.  Julia had used timing, speed, and the occasional application of force.  Though stronger than human, strength wasn’t going to help me much against multiple opponents made of metal.  Timing and positioning would.  I waited where two of the gargoyles came together at the same time to double-team me.  One lunged in with clawing hands and jagged jaws.  The other spun to lash with an iron tail.  I retreated so that the lunging gargoyle came into the tail’s arc.  It scraped sparks off of him, doubling him over, rattling him like a gong.   
 
    The secret to fighting multiple opponents is moving yourself so one of them becomes a screen against the other.  This reduces a two-on-one fight to a one-on-one battle.  I didn’t have time to pat myself on the back.  Ignoring everyone else, all of the gargoyles were now stomping in my direction.  The only saving grace was that they weren’t running all out or using their wings to fly.  Still… 
 
    “Hey!” I yelled.  “How is that fair?” 
 
    Xan called back from the far wall.  “Who said life’s fair?  Deal with it, big brother.” 
 
    I formed a lash of shadow magic, and gave it a snap.  The shadow-whip snaked around gargoyles that didn’t seem to see it.  The lash’s end reared up in Xan’s face like a snake.  “Hold that for me,” I yelled. 
 
    She grabbed the end and stared at the line.  “Why?” 
 
    I used the conduit to yank a charge of demon magic out of her.  Spooling back to me, my shadow magic thinned to nothing but delivered a blue glow of energy to my hand.   
 
    Xan yelled, “Caine, what did you do?”  
 
    “Improvised!” I yelled back.  Absorbing the demon energy, I let it flow through my body to the Demon Wings tat.  The skin tingled as the spell engaged.   
 
    The gargoyles came on toward my last position while I moved ahead, ducking around those still in my way.  I caught up to Julia and grabbed one wrist.  
 
    Her eyes widened. “There you are!” 
 
    “C’mon on.”  I tugged her along.   
 
    She came but complained.  “I think we’re supposed to do this on our own.” 
 
    “Colt said we could use teamwork.  Besides, far as I can tell, you guys depend too much on power.  That’s not real flexibility.” 
 
    “You might have a point,” she said. 
 
    As we cleared the course and reached the back wall, I let go of Julia.  She joined Zahra, Xan, and Colin.  Colt hadn’t returned yet from wherever he’d gone. 
 
    Isolated in my protective magic, I looked back at the gargoyles.  They’d stopped moving. 
 
    “Level cleared,” Colin said.  “What’s next?” 
 
    Tremendously amplified, Colt’s voice rolled over us like thunder: “The Caves of Doom!” A not quite sinister laugh followed this. 
 
    You’ve got to work on that evil laugh. 
 
    The crystal ground glowed.  Red-copper light threw our shadows up into the sky.  There was a sense of falling, then darkness closed over us.   
 
    Colin’s voice echoed as if we were now in an enclosed space.  He spoke Elven, a rhythmic twisting of liquid sounds.  In response, two Will-o’-the-wisps shimmered into being, magically drawn from their world to this one.  One of the floating balls was sage green.  The other a cotton-candy pink.  While Sage spiraled out and ran around stalagmites that jutted up from the cavern floor, Pink swam higher, wafting around the crystal fangs of stalactites that lined the ceiling.  As the lights investigated, shadows were thrown that spun around like living things.  This felt more like a stage show than an underground stroll.   
 
    What did Colt call this place: The Caves of Doom?  Lovely.  I wonder how many levels this game has. 
 
    Colin muttered.  “I knew we shouldn’t have let Colt be the Dungeon Master.  This won’t end well.” 
 
    There were obvious directions this storyline could go, few of them good: goblins, orcs, cannibal mole men, and a dragon on a mound of treasure were at the top of my list. 
 
    “Well, I know one thing,” Colin said.  “If I’m going to have some tentacled slime monster eat me and dissolve my bones in acid, I’m not going out alone.  Caine, I can’t see you, but I know you’re here somewhere.  I order you to drop your Demon Wings spell.” 
 
    Damn!  Stabbed in the back by a son of a Popsicle!  You are going to pay for this. 
 
    Forced by the headband, I dropped my concealment spell.  My sudden appearance caused Pink to drop down from the ceiling and orbit me a moment before losing interest and wobbling off again.  Xan and Julia looked at me, then away, wary glances scanning for the next threat to pop up.  Zahra didn’t look at all.  I suspected she’d been able to see me all along.  Her seer-vision was divine in origin.   
 
    Hard to beat that. 
 
    “Relax,” Julia said.  “This is training. It will have tough moments but Colt won’t kill us.” 
 
    “Not on purpose,” I said. 
 
    “Accidently dead is still dead,” Colin said. 
 
    A bright crimson light whirled into existence.  There was no heat, just a dazzle that solidified into a woman in crimson armor.  She carried a hell of a huge sword in her fist.  “Hey, kids.  Colt’s off preparing a few surprises.  I’m taking over as Dungeon Mistress for a while.  This is going to be so much fun!” 
 
    “We’re all going to die!” Colin said. 
 
    Julia stared at the woman.  “Selene!  You’re not going to get too crazy, I hope.” 
 
    Selene!   
 
    This was my first time getting a good look at the woman who’d washed my back with her tits in the shower, the woman who’d one day give birth to Colt—unless the timeline got fucked to hell in a handbasket. 
 
    She blew me a kiss, then answered Julia.  “Too crazy?  Well, I’ll try to rein myself in.  Really.  No, wait, that’s a lie.  Who am I fooling?  You know me too well.” 
 
    Colin groaned.  “We’re definitely going to die.” 
 
    Zahra looked at him.  “No, just you.” 
 
    He stared back at her.  “What!?” 
 
    She smiled. “Just joking. You had that coming for this morning, you perv!” 
 
    Sage and Pink came back from exploring and, like rogue moons, circled Selene cautiously.  I respected their fey instincts.   
 
    “Here’s where it gets interesting,” Selene said.  “There are two routes from this safe zone.”  She pointed in opposite directions with her sword.  “One is very short and very dangerous.  The other is longer but safer—slightly.  I won’t tell you which is which.” 
 
    “No,” I said.  “Why be helpful.” 
 
    “You can all stay together, or split the party up and make a race of it,” Selene said. 
 
    “The teams will be uneven without Colt.” Zahra pouted.  “He should be here.  He’s one of us.” 
 
    Selene smiled brightly.  “You have a point.  We’ll bring in an alternate Colt.” 
 
    There was another one of those whirling dazzles of crimson next to Selene.  It faded, leaving an eight-year-old Colt in a black hoodie with a big white skull on it.  He looked around in confusion, saw his mother and sighed.  “What now?”  
 
    Zahra shrilled in delight.  “Oh, how cute!  That’s how he looked when we first met.” 
 
    Younger Colt stared up at her face.  “Zahra, you’re older.”  His gaze dropped.  “You’ve got boobs.”  
 
    She rushed in and hugged him, giving his face a close exposure to those boobs.  He didn’t struggle too hard to get away. 
 
    Julia smiled then gave her full attention to Selene. “What does the winner get?”  
 
    The grin on Selene’s face came from a place of unspeakable evil.  “The journey is the prize.  You won’t see me, but I will be watching and scoring each of you according to your contributions.” 
 
    The crimson light-play returned and washed Selene away like a nightmare being stashed in some invisible closet. The light died before her evil laugh finished echoing.   
 
    Her evil laugh was convincing.  I made a mental note to work on one of my own. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    “Fates worse than death 
 
    never cheer me up.” 
 
      
 
                                                            —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Maniacal grin in place, Xan looked undaunted.  “Well, I suppose all that’s left is to choose our poison.” 
 
    Julia nodded.  “I have a plan.” 
 
    “A good one?” I asked. 
 
    “Time will tell,” Julia said.  “Caine, I give you permission to use your tatt as needed.  We’ll form two teams.  One around you, one around Colin.  You both can go into stealth mode.  You’ll be backup for your teams, a surprise for whatever surprises your team.” 
 
    Zahra stood behind eight-year-old Colt, arms pinning him against her.  “That might help.  The immediate future is a little blurry. Selene’s influence, I think. She’s probably hiding something awful.” 
 
    “Can’t be helped.  Each team needs a heavy hitter to take point,” Julia said.  
 
    “That’s me,” Xan said. 
 
    “And me, I suppose,” younger Colt said.   
 
    Julia nodded.  “Both teams need to go all out, treating this like a really dangerous exercise.  Selene’s running it, so normal is out of the question.” 
 
    “You’re going half-shift.” Zahra said. 
 
    Julia nodded.  “I am.”  Her glance swung to me.  “Don’t freak out.” 
 
    I pointed at myself.  “Raised by demons.  I’ve seen it all.  I’m not going to get thrown by a little shape-shifting.” 
 
    Eyes locked to mine, Julia looked so serious I wanted to hug her. I suppressed the response.  If I hugged her, I’d wind up squeezing her ass and getting myself shot in the foot.  That would hurt. 
 
    Moral depth isn’t my strong suit.  Besides, I didn’t want to damage Julia’s unguarded devotion to me.  Targets vulnerable to manipulation are too valuable to waste. 
 
    Julia’s stare slid to Zahra.  “Are you going cat?” 
 
    Zahra slanted Colt a quick look.  Well, if it’s for the team, I don’t mind.” She let go of Colt and started stripping her clothes.  She turned her back on Colin and spoke over her shoulder.  “Don’t look, perv.  I’ll know.” 
 
    Her back turned to Colin set Zahra’s front toward me. I watched as her tits appeared.  At her side, Colt wasn’t shy about his own curiosity.   
 
    Zahra glowered at me, growling under her breath.  “Don’t say it.  Raised by demons doesn’t excuse everything.” 
 
    “If it’s any consolation,’ I said, “they are very fine tits.  32-b?” 
 
    Her eyes widened.  “Yes.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “It’s a gift.” 
 
    “They are nice,” Colt confirmed. 
 
    Zahra’s face flushed red but a happy smile also hung there.   
 
    “Shifters have to get used to going naked in public,” Colt said.  “It doesn’t make you a bad person.” 
 
    “Zahra dropped her voice but my better-than-human hearing caught her commit to Colt.  “You don’t think they’re…too small?” 
 
    “Want me to make them bigger?” Colt asked. 
 
    Xan crowded in between them, glaring intently into Colt’s face.  “You can do that?” 
 
    “Just have him grow you a cock,” I said.  “You’d make a better guy.” 
 
    Julia glowered at me.  “Behave.  I know it’s hard for you, but teenage girls can be scarred for life.” 
 
    Colt backed away from Xan, probably expecting her to whip out her sword and come after me.  I was suddenly glad I could use my tatt as needed.  Instead of turning violent, Xan offered me a shy smile fake as a forty-dollar bill. “You can stare at my tits if you want, big brother.  If it’s you, I don’t mind.”   
 
    I looked at the boy’s school uniform she wore.  There was little to suggest she even had tits under there.  I raised an eyebrow at her.  “What would be the point?” 
 
    Her face reddened as she ground her teeth.  Her antique-gold eyes blazed with murderous rage.  “Do you want to die?!” 
 
    I smiled.  “There’s the real Xan.” 
 
    Colin said, “Why did I get hogtied over what you’re trying so hard to give away?  It just isn’t fair.  I’m fey, damn it.  I’m supposed to be irresistible.” 
 
    “Not so much,” Julia said. 
 
    “Cry me a river,” Xan said.  
 
    “You’re trying too hard,” I told him.  “It reeks of desperation.” 
 
    “I don’t reek!” Colin insisted.  
 
    “Gotta be some reason you’re unpopular,” I said. 
 
    Julia grinned.  “Xan, you’ve got our problem child.”  She pointed at me.  “Also take Zahra.  I’ll go with Colin and Colt.”  
 
    Zahra growled in protest, sprawled on the ground, bristling with fur, her muscles still shifting, her bones melting into new configurations.  Her knees reversed their bend with loud pops that made us all wince.  Her deep brown eyes paled to yellow. 
 
    “You’d be too distracted by Colt,” Julia said.  “We all need to focus.” 
 
    In the deepening throes of change, Zahra only grunted her response.  I got the feeling she didn’t change often enough or this would be a lot easier on her. 
 
    My gaze dropped to Julia’s hands.  They quivered, trembling like leaves.  The skin mottled and went cherry red.  Her nails lengthened, become black knifes.  Her forearms scaled over.  The same reaction flushed across her face.  Her jaw became more pronounced as her eyes became red crystal pools with vertical black pupils. Her pert little nose and fan of black hair remained unchanged. 
 
    “Cool,” I said. 
 
    Her voice registered dropped lower.  “You don’t think I’m ugly?” 
 
    “If I hug you and accidentally squeeze your ass, will you shoot me in the foot?” 
 
    Julia held up her claws.  “Can’t use my guns so you’ll only get slashed.” 
 
    I sighed.  “You are so damn cute.” 
 
    “I’m cute, too,” Xan yelled.  “Little girls with big swords is a trope, you know?” 
 
    I glanced aside at her.  “What the hell is a trope?” 
 
    And that rapier isn’t big.  That monster Selene carries—that’s a sword!   
 
    Xan looked away.  “Look it up on Wikipedia.” 
 
    “What the hell is a Wikipedia?” I asked. 
 
    “Don’t tell him.”  Young Colt’s eyes were huge with mock-fear. “The stability of the temporal multiverse hangs in the balance.” 
 
    Everyone ignored his comment, even Zahra. 
 
    Damn.  A running joke. 
 
    Julia leaned in and kissed my cheek.  “Good luck, Daddy.”   
 
    She hurried away without realizing I’d stolen her revolvers.  The orange jumpsuit I’d been forced to wear had no pockets so I kept the guns in hand as Xan stomped over to me.  She glared.   
 
    “What?” I said.  “You want to be treated like a girl, dress like one.” 
 
    Her glare intensified.  “Oh, you’d like that!  I see through your little plan.  I’m supposed to dress like a slut to prove I’m a real woman.  Then I’ll feel like a slut because I’m dressed like one.  Then I’ll act like one because I feel like one.  Absolutely diabolical!” 
 
    I said, “Look, you may know me but I don’t you.  Any relationship we have is in my future.  And if you know me, why would you think I’d ever act like a nice guy?” 
 
    Her lower lip trembled.  Tears brimmed her eyes.  “Fine.  If that’s the way you want it.”  She looked back at Zahra.  “Ready to go?” 
 
    The bobcat grunted in reply. 
 
    Colt picked up Zahra’s discarded clothes, stuffing them in the front pocket of his hoodie.  Oddly, the pocket stayed flat.  
 
    Don’t tell me he has an extra spatial dimension in there?   
 
    The big cat looked at Colt with curious eyes. 
 
    He answered the unspoken question: “You’ll want to wear these again later, right?” 
 
    The wild cat blinked slowly, a signal for yes.  I wondered if a bite meant no, or maybe a twitch of her stubby tail.  She came over to Xan and me, and gave Colt a last, long look, clearly regretting the coming separation. 
 
    Colin, Colt, and Julia headed away.  Sage, the green wisp, floated along with them.  Rose came with us, hovering just overhead.  Zahra padded along at my side as Xan took point, leading the way past crystalline formations glossed over with highlights from Rose.  There was still a lot of dark shadow in which anything could hide.   
 
    My eyes shifted and pulled in a wider spectrum of light, processing it more efficiently.  I’d experienced this frequently in my life and chalked it up to whatever nonhuman blood I carried.  The crystals now seemed to possess an inner glow, and extra dimensions I only saw from the corner of my eyes. 
 
    Freakin’ weird. 
 
    As we went along, Xan’s voice turned low and surly.  “So, you really don’t like me?” 
 
    Damn.  She took me too seriously.  She sounds hurt. 
 
    “What’s not to like?  You’re a cute girl with a sword.  It’s a trope.” 
 
    Whatever the hell a trope is. 
 
    She stopped and turned.  “You’re humoring me.  You’ve only seen my rapier, not the storm blade.” 
 
    “What the hell is a storm blade?” 
 
    At my side, Zahra looked up with yellow eyes and added a grunt. 
 
    Xan looked down at the bobcat.  “Why shouldn’t I tell him?” 
 
    The werecat gave a rumble, ending in a more emphatic grunt. 
 
    Xan seemed to understand.  “Oh, I see.” 
 
    “What did she say?” I asked. 
 
    Xan looked at me, her golden eyes a deeper, more metallic shade, less citrusy than Zahra’s.  “She says if you see it, you’ll want it, and what you want, you eventually steal.” 
 
    “That’s not like me at all!” I protested. 
 
    “Not yet,” Xan said.  “One day, that will be you.  But that’s okay.  You’re my big brother.  You can always have whatever I have.” 
 
    She said it with such utter conviction that I felt bad about teasing her so hard earlier.  A split-second later the regret seeped away.  “So, are you going to show me the sword?” 
 
    She looked down at my crotch.  “Show me yours first?”  Her smile encouraged, but had a dark edge that told me I didn’t really want to go down this road, demon-raised or not.” 
 
    “You saw it in the shower.  You owe me.” 
 
    “Paddle me an ocean.”   
 
    Zahra snarled a warning, whirling to look at our back trail. 
 
    Xan’s eyes flared wide in surprise.  “Hey!” 
 
    I ripped a little of Xan’s demon magic out of her and channeled it into my tatt, powering up.  I wasn’t quite fast enough because glossy, translucent tentacles wrapped around one arm and leg, lifting me into the air to dangle.  The pink, gelatin-like limbs were tough and strong even if they didn’t look like they ought to be.  Worst of all, because the attacking creature touched me, my spell didn’t work on it. 
 
    “Keep back, Zahra!” Xan warned.  “That’s a slime.” 
 
    “Yeah, don’t worry about me.  The damn cat’s obviously more important.”  I don’t know why I bothered to say that.  With Demon Wings activated, only the slime could hear me—if it even had ears.  The creature tugged me across twenty feet of space, the cavern stalagmites blurring until I came to a sudden stop.  
 
    No wonder we didn’t see it coming.  These tentacles give it a distance attack.  And even this close, it has no scent. 
 
    I stared down on a ball of ooze with reddish organs pulsing in its pink core.  There was a wrinkled lump that seemed to be a brain.  Optic nerves ran from it, out to three crème colored eyes with red pupils.  It had no lungs or stomach.  What organ’s it did possess were a mystery.  Those three eyes stared at me. 
 
    “I’m not what you wanted?”  I said, “You can always throw me back.” 
 
    With a banshee scream, Xan arrived, rapier still sheathed at her side.  I don’t know what extra-spatial dimension she pulled it from, but she held a blue crystal sword bigger than herself.  Blueish jags of electrical current webbed the blade, burning the air, crackling over her hands as well but doing her no damage.  She swung wildly.  The tentacles not holding me jerked back from her attack. 
 
    She yelled.  “Caine, turn off the Demon Wings!  You’re making the slime invisible, too.” 
 
    Oops.  My bad. 
 
    It dropped me into its blobby core.  I went through its outer membrane easily and suddenly knew how a bug in amber feels.  My skin stung.  My orange jumpsuit began to darken and dissolve.   
 
    Damn.  The whole body is a stomach.  It’s eating me alive. 
 
    Its sludgy mass slowed me but I could at least move.  I aimed the revolvers at its brain and fired four bullets, forcing myself to save ammo for future threats, assuming I didn’t die here. 
 
    It twisted and pulsed.  The next thing I knew, it upchucked and spilled me out onto the cavern floor.  I lay there, my jumpsuit about half gone, slime dripping off of me.  I lifted my head to look at the creature. 
 
    Seeing it now, Xan leaped sword-first at it.  The electrical jags peeling off the blade were ten-times stronger, exploding chunks out of the ground as a molten channel was cut toward the slime’s pulsing body.  The slime reached for her with a dozen tentacles.  Then came a flash that bleached everything white for several seconds, and a blast like the death of a world.  A concussive wave lifted and flung me away from the battle.  A helpful stalagmite stopped me—painfully.  I slid down to the cavern floor.  Chunks of broken crystal hailed down on me.  
 
    Oh, great.  It’s time to be buried alive. 
 
    One of the crystal splinters clipped my head and my senses whirled away into darkness. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWELVE 
 
      
 
    “Power is wasted on others. 
 
    It should all be mine.” 
 
      
 
                                                            —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I sensed my Demon Wings tatt still working, tapping my shadow magic to keep running.  I smelled bobcat.  Something wuffed at me, sniffing, putting weight on my chest. A rough sandpaper tongue licked my face.  A hand touched my leg.  Voices reached me through the darkness.   
 
    “Is he dead?” 
 
    Xan sounds worried. 
 
    A werecat grunted with low energy. 
 
    Zahra; indifferent as always. If I can hear them, I’m still alive. 
 
    Pink light fell over my eyelids.  I opened my eyes and saw Rose hovering above my face.  The fey ball of light pulsed and retreated like an escaping moon.  I lowered my gaze and stared into the bobcat’s lemon eyes.  She licked blood off her muzzle.  My blood, I guessed.  Either she was checking me for flavor, or she’d been cleaning my head wound. 
 
    I’m not sure which is more disturbing. 
 
    The cat backed off and I saw Xan at my knee.  Her hand on my thigh explained how she could see me.  Once Xan got to the right area, she’d probably dislodged the rubble around me, feeling around blindly until I appeared.  Her antique-gold stare was dead serious.  “Don’t move, Caine.  You could have a damaged brain stem.  If it breaks, your brain will rattle around inside your gourd.  That could prove distracting to the rest of us.” 
 
    That made a lot of sense, but then, I had been hit in the head.  “My head hurts.” 
 
    “See, I’m right to be cautious.”  Xan grinned. “You need to always listen to your little sister.  You love your little sister.  You will always do everything I tell you.” 
 
    Fuck!  The headband.  She’s programming me. 
 
    “You will never hurt my feelings again because you will feel the bitter cold of loneliness.  I am your warmth, your light, and salvation.  I am your goddess.  Feel free to worship me.”  Xan paused to vent a sinister cackle and send her giant storm sword into the ether until the next summoning.  This just left the rapier on her belt.  She leaned in and peered into my eyes with the obsessive interest of a stalker.  “You love small tits and taking baths with your little sister. And you must never, ever forget; marshmallow-and-hot-chocolate Pop Tarts are my favorite.” 
 
    They make that flavor? 
 
    The bobcat made a plaintive, rusty-hinge sound.   
 
    Xan stared at her.  “What?  It’s for his own good.  In some cultures, brothers and sister can actually marry.  Cleopatra married her brother.” 
 
    Zahra made a troubled breathy sound. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ve got this all figured out.  I’ll be one of his wives.  You’ll marry Colt.  And that will make you my daughter-in-law.  You can call me Mom if you want.”  
 
    “How many wives am I going to have?” I asked. 
 
    “I aim to be number four,” Xan said.  “That way, you’re mine three months out of the year.  The rest of the time, Selene, Izumi, or Gloria will have you.” 
 
    Four wives.  I closed my eyes against this terrifying vision of Hell.  Panic sent my heart racing.  How the hell will I let that happen?   
 
    But I knew how; they’d take the headband with them when they returned to the future and I’d lose all the important knowledge I now had. 
 
    Wait! I can just write everything down and leave myself a warning.   Scrooge isn’t the only one who can change the future. 
 
    Xan studied the side of my head.  “It’s still bleeding, Zahra.  Maybe you should lick it again.” 
 
    The cat didn’t move.  A low rumble swelled out of her. 
 
    Xan pulled her school tie from a pocket.  “You’re right.  A tourniquet is better.” 
 
    The werecat grunted. 
 
    “Around the neck?  That won’t work.” 
 
    Zahra shrugged furry shoulders.   
 
    She thinks strangling me is funny—and these people are supposed to be on my side?  I’d be better off in Kaden’s clutches.  Sure, I’d be killed but he’d make it quick.  Probably. 
 
    “Umm, Xan, I hate to be a bother, but it feels like there’s something gouging my back.”  On the ground, my hand felt wet.  I lifted it into view.  My hand and half my forearm were red with blood.  “That can’t be good.” 
 
    Wasting energy with the Demon Wings tatt wasn’t helping things.  I needed all my lifeforce to heal, especially if more damage was coming to light.  With a thought, I cancelled the spell. 
 
    Xan said, “Okay, I’ll roll you carefully and take a look.  If it’s really bad, I can pull out some lightning and cauterize the wound.  I’ll have to go deep and burn my way out, layer by layer.  My dad showed me how once using a folded piece of bacon.”   
 
    So, the patient didn’t survive the procedure.  That’s reassuring. 
 
    I glowered at her.  “Wasn’t it playing with lightning that made this mess?” I asked. 
 
    “Just means I have experience,” Xan said. “Now shut up, already.” 
 
    Damn, direct order.   
 
    I wondered if that was going to stop me from screaming as she fried my guts. 
 
    Xan eased me onto my side.  “Gash near the kidney, but it only looks like muscle damage.” 
 
    Only? 
 
    My breath caught as I felt two of her fingers sliding inside the wound.  I knew real pain was about to spark inside me.  I set my back teeth and drew a deep breath.  My whole body flailed with current.  I smelled burnt meat—me.  An eternity later, the electrical fire released me and I sank into pain that was only half as bad.  Though the current had shut off, my body still twitched.  I’d have screamed every profanity I knew but the magic of the headband locked them in my thoughts. 
 
    Xan rolled me to my back—which hurt like hell—and held up a broken shard of bloody crystal.  “This was sticking out of you.  Want to keep it for a souvenir?” 
 
    I just glowered at her. 
 
    “What?  Not even going to say thank you?  I just saved your life!” 
 
    Zahra made a bobcat noise. 
 
    Xan looked at her.  “Huh?” 
 
    Zahra rumbled and growled out an answer. 
 
    “Oh, the headband.  I did tell you to shut up.  My bad.  You can talk now,” Xan said. 
 
    I ground out the words, my voice slurred with pain.  “Thanks bunches.” 
 
    Xan grinned.  “Aw, it was nothing but you’re welcome.”  She hoisted me off the floor and slung me over a tiny shoulder, holding me there with a hand on my butt.  “We’ve wasted too much time.  Let’s push on.” 
 
    Dizzy, my throbbing head dangling, I got to watch her heels as we continued on.  The pink ball of fey light swam overhead as we found a path between stalagmites.  The path climbed and dropped unexpectedly.  “I’m really tired of this,” I muttered.  “Can’t we just skip out, find a bar, and get very drunk?” 
 
    Trotting along beside Xan, Zahra made no comment.  Xan stayed silent as well, possibly ignoring me.  I felt surprise when she did answer after a minute.   “I’m not really opposed to that, but you have to promise to take advantage of me if the situation arises.” 
 
    “If it will get me drunk, fine.” 
 
    “If you’re just going to get my hopes up and disappoint me, I shall be wroth with you,” Xan said. 
 
    “That’s not a word I often hear,” I said. 
 
    “To be distorted by anger.  Zahra got me hooked on crossword puzzles.”  Xan stopped.  “Now this looks interesting.” 
 
    I stared her straight in the butt, having little choice.  “What?” 
 
    “Hell-beast of some kind,” Xan said. 
 
    “Maybe you should put me down so I can take a look.  I’m pretty good at identifying unusual things.” 
 
    Not that I’ll be overjoyed with it.  Gotta be bad news. 
 
    The world whirled—no, just me.  I landed on my feet and was turned by Xan.  I stood with her on the lip of a drop, her hands keeping me from stumbling and falling.  The Pink wisp-light wobbled in the air above us, spreading a glow down bloody crystal ledges to a bowl-like depression.  Its center had a bed of wood chips and was littered with gnawed cow bones.  In that nest, a black furry monster with dagger-claws glared back at us.  It was the size of a mastodon and wore a spiked collar connected to a chain.  The chain looked heavy but was only attached to a wooden fence post that poked up out of a crevasse.  I suspected the chain and collar would do little to restrain the beast once prey got close. 
 
    “Colt, Colt, Colt, Colt...”  Xan made a litany out of his name.  “Whatever are you thinking?  This is supposed to be a challenge?” 
 
    “It looks big enough, mean enough,” I said.  “Also, familiar.  Ah, got it!  Sloth-demon.” 
 
    “I know, right?  I mean, give me a break!” 
 
    Zahra gave us a drawn-out grunt, her only comment.  She didn’t sound impressed either.  I supposed I was the only one concerned. 
 
    Like a petulant child, its high-voiced assault began.  “Kill you!  Slurp your blood!  Gnaw your bones!  Do many, many bad things…!”  The creature was highly intelligent—compared to a hamster. 
 
    I looked down at Zahra.  The bobcat twitched its abbreviated tail.  Her ears were forward, not laid back on her skull in battle mode.  
 
    “Go on,” I said, “it’s all yours.” 
 
    Zahra looked up at me. 
 
    “Not afraid, are you?” I asked.  “Colt probably put that here just for you.  You should show some appreciation.” 
 
    She looked back down the series of ledges and sprang out, flowing like a, well, bobcat down the rugged slope.  Multiple hops later, she reached the lower chamber.   
 
    “Our turn.”  Xan shoved me. 
 
    I went over the first edge, my back on fire from her touch.  I landed awkwardly and flailed wildly.  I tried to stop and didn’t, dropping down onto another ledge, and another.  To reclaim balance, I jumped to the next ledge on purpose and was able to get my feet under me for the last few drops to the bottom.  I landed and stumbled a few steps, bleeding off momentum.  All this set my head to aching like a hung-over bitch, but at the same time it had been fun. 
 
    Xan kept pace, a shout of exhilaration ripping out of her that echoed everywhere, stirring up a leathery sound like bats taking wing in distant caves.   
 
    “Shall we go back and do that again?” Xan asked. 
 
    “Try to remember that I’m injured.” 
 
    “Hard to remember when the wound on your back is already gone,” Xan said. 
 
    “It is?”  I touched my head.  I felt smooth skin.  That wound was gone, too.  “Strange, I seem to be healing faster than normal.”  Even the mark Kaden had put on me hadn’t been this effective. 
 
    “Your body is finally remembering what it is,” Xan said, “even if your brain doesn’t know.” 
 
    I’d lost the guns I’d stolen from Julia.  I imagine they were splashed somewhere along with whatever was left of the slime we’d battled.  I wasn’t going back to look for them, but I did have a suggestion for Xan.  “Aren’t you going to draw your sword?  We have that hell-beast still to deal with.” 
 
    “Not really,” Xan said.  “Look.” 
 
    The huge frothing demon charged Zahra with the unbridled speed of a sloth, being a demon wasn’t going to change that.  It hurled itself centimeter by frantic centimeter at a creeping pace that would bring utter destruction to the werecat—in a week or two.  Roused to its full demonic fury, the creature continued to mouth threats. “Kill, Slash. Devour. Kill.”  It huffed for breath, already half an inch into its charge. 
 
    How does a meat-eating demon-sloth even survive?  Everything it hunts is a lot faster. 
 
    I felt embarrassed for it.  
 
    Xan and I strolled up, watching Zahra piss on some woodchip and pad on toward a distant passage in the rock that angled higher.  We followed her, the words of the sloth following us. 
 
    “Just…just wait there…I’m...coming.  Hey!  You pissed on my bed!   That’s…so mean...!” 
 
    We entered the tunnel and climbed.  Xan stayed beside me as Zahra slunk ahead of us, looking for trouble. 
 
    “How do you feel?” Xan asked. 
 
    “Like someone who was swallowed by an acid slime, blown up by lightning, buried alive, and stabbed by crystal.” 
 
    “Dumb question, I guess.” 
 
    “I’m not used to people fussing over me.  The Old Man stabs me in sword practice, he normally says to just walk it off.” 
 
    “If you’ve been trained to use a sword, why don’t you carry one?” 
 
    “That would give Kaden and the others an excuse to go armed, too.  They’d jump me and claim I freaked out and attacked them so they were only acting in self-defense.  Besides, a demon takes pride in their demon magic, whatever sort they have.  To have to use a weapon for low-level self-defense is an embarrassment among the warriors.  That’s why I’ve also been trained in martial arts.” 
 
    We walked in companionable silence for a while where words weren’t needed.  Xan seemed to be chasing her thoughts into unknown dimensions.  The tunnel flattened out and took a few slow turns.  We emerged outside, in a large crevasse with a strip of bloody sky overhead.  The crystal walls rose up forty feet.  A cold wind dipped down to inspect us. 
 
    Xan jumped up on a rounded boulder that was crystal mixed with other minerals, giving it streaks of blue and green.  She whistled and Zahra looked back.  The bobcat returned and sat.  Apparently, we were taking a break. 
 
    Xan sat on her boulder, looking down on me.  “I’ve been thinking about your situation.  It seems to me, if you want to make the demon warriors in your clan back off, you’re going to have to best their magic.” 
 
    “I only know shadow magic.  I’m not good enough to go spell-to-spell with anyone.” 
 
    “I know.  I didn’t say you had to duel them, just best their magic.  I’ve got an idea.”  A huge grin stretched her face. 
 
    “Now I’m scared.” 
 
    The air filled with shrill screams.  I looked up into the sky and saw a flying mass that looked like red smoke.  The bats that had left the caverns earlier were already coming back.  I dropped flat the ground.  “Get down!” I yelled. 
 
    Using it for cover, Zahra pressed against the boulder that Xan stood on.   
 
    Xan stared at the fluttering cloud.  “Why?  They’re just bats.” 
 
    Breathing dusty wind, I said, “Nothing on this moon is just anything.  Remember who rules this rock.  And I’m more concerned with what might be chasing those bats down for dinner.” 
 
    Xan blinked at me.  “Oh.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Demon lords choose the temptations 
 
    enslaving them; it’s a natural right.” 
 
      
 
                                                          —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    A storm of crimson demon-bats whipped past us.  High-pitched screams tore our thoughts.  These weren’t the scrawny flying rats of Earth but were chicken-sized.  They’d gone out to feed on insects and small birds, and had become food for something else.  A chittering in the wind hinted at what that “something else” was.   
 
    Please, don’t let it be flying monkeys.  I hate flying monkeys.  Ever since the Wizard of Oz, I’ve had nightmares. 
 
    Mostly past us, the bats thinned out and blue chimps—with red felt vests and fezzes—flew in, their stretched-out nets thick with captive bats.   
 
    Xan had somehow remained untouched by the panicked bats, but now stood in the path of a speeding net.  “How troublesome,” she muttered.  The net scooped past her and she was gone from the boulder.   
 
    I pushed up off the ground in time to grab a flying monkey by the tail.  Under the theory that pain must always be shared—and I had plenty—I jerked the tail downward and smashed my chimp senseless, stomping on his little head for good measure.  There was a loud crack of splintering skull as his fez rolled away.  This guy had no net.  He was also the last of the hunting monkeys.   
 
    I turned and noticed that Zahra had leaped up from the base of the boulder and had ripped out a monkey throat mid-air.  She dropped with her prey, continuing to worry him as he died gurgling, arms flailing. 
 
    “I guess I’m not the only one that finds real flying monkeys horrifying.” 
 
    Zahra ignored me, wheeling about to look after the departed swarms.  The bats entered the caverns.  The monkeys with their nets turned upward, climbing for open sky. 
 
    There was a flash of blue lightning followed by a fierce concussive blast.  White cloud hid the monkeys, boiling out of nothingness, jags of lightning played in the cloud, brightening sections of it as more thunder grumbled.   
 
    Flying monkey—vests, fezzes, and fur on fire—crashed to the chasm floor, dead before whump-whumping to earth where they lay smoking, roasted roadkill. 
 
    Zahra ambled on to collect Xan.  There was no doubt that she’d be okay; I mean, it’s Xan, the little sister from hell-knows-where. 
 
    The cloud mass broke up, leaving one small, fluffy cloud with Xan sitting astride it.  She wafted gently to the ground while picking pieces of dead bat off of her stained uniform. 
 
    I headed over, figuring the tests might be through for a while.  How Julia, young Colt, and Colin were making out was a complete unknown. 
 
    A crimson swirl of nebula-dust and star-points gusted out of nowhere, keeping pace with me.  The blood-mist thinned and I found Selene strolling along, her long red hair free and rippling in the wind.  She wore crimson silk strands wound around her body from a red-gold collar that looked ancient, maybe Atlantean.  A red leather belt supported a massive sheathed sword.  More lengths of crimson silk dropped from the belt to form a skirt of tatters that parted as her legs moved, showing flashes of pale white thigh.   
 
    Being a hapless male, the gentle bounce of thinly clad tits kept drawing my eyes.  Not my fault.  Really.  I could see the tips of her nipples—as she no doubt wanted me too.  High-heeled ankle-boots completed her look, also made of crimson leather.  She smelled of fresh blood though none stained her.  I wondered if that was her signature perfume. 
 
    Slanting me a look, she saw my interest in her mammary glands.  She smiled.  “Magnificent, aren’t they?” 
 
    “The things that dreams are made of.” 
 
    I never argue with a goddess, divine or otherwise. 
 
    She turned and stopped me, taking a fistful of the horrid orange jumper I wore.  From her touch, the material deepened to a fiery scarlet, then dimmed to a blood red.  I guess she wanted us to match.  Her hand rose.  Her fingertips skimmed the headband I wore.   
 
    She smiled.  “Now you have to obey my direct orders, too.  Tell me what you really think.”   
 
    “About your tits?  They are magnificent, perfect orbs.  Not the slightest bit of sag.  Natural?” 
 
    “Not enhanced, but not exactly natural either. Let’s say supernatural.  They have the power to bring men to their knees, as does the rest of me.  I don’t quite understand why you’re resisting my advances.” 
 
    “Delaying is more accurate and it surprises me, too.”  Everyone wanted power; to have and to hold and to abuse frequently. Control was a desire of mine as well.  Living powerlessly left me with—if nothing else—the need to control which temptations would drive me, which needs to prioritize.  “You’re Colt’s mom.  He doesn’t want me to mess up his timeline by rewriting his reality, but that’s less important to me than the fact he’s a friend.” 
 
    Selene turned grumpy, scowling with the prettiest face I’d seen in a long time.  If she persisted, I knew she’d get her way.   
 
    “But it’s not like he’d know once the new Colt replaces the old.  And I’m sure you’d enjoy yourself,” Selene said. 
 
    “I know I would.  But I’ve never had friends before.  I want to enjoy it a little longer before I go back to the hell that is my life.”  Besides, I only have two sons in the coming timeline.  With an earlier start, I could wind up with three or four.  I had a dream of a harem that could be endangered by child support payments; and I wanted no shotgun weddings in my future—just devoted sluts.  Why make things worse? 
 
    Big picture.  Gotta think big, damn, picture. 
 
    Selene’s glance slid to my headband.  “I could simply order you to service me,”  
 
    “You want our first time together to be rape?  I’m underage.  I have the feeling Colt would yell at you and maybe cry.  Do you want to be responsible for that?  Aren’t you a good mother?” 
 
    Just because I lacked many normal human emotions didn’t mean I couldn’t manipulate them in others. 
 
    Her eyes blazed with wrath.  “Oooo!  That’s no fair, playing the ‘good mother’ card.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “Against all my raging hormones, I’m fighting for the temporal integrity of the multiverse.” 
 
    And my harem.  Besides, I have no condoms on me, nor can I trust any she’d give me. 
 
    She sighed.  “This is why I love you.  You’re the only one who can handle me.  Fine.  It’s your win.  But be warned, in a future yet to come, I will make up for lost time.” 
 
    Damn! 
 
    Considering her rockin’ hot body, I hoped she’d make good on that threat.  I’d endure her attentions with a man’s strength and courage to the cum-splattering end.   
 
    From one step to the next, she dissolved into crimson mist strewn with star-points. The nebula swirled and thinned to nothing.  Alone, I walked on to join Zahra and Xan. 
 
    As I got there, thirteen-year-old Colt joined us, having walked out of the caverns.  Zahra watched him with total focus, stubby tail trying it’s best to lash happily.  Xan turned to stare as Colt gave her a searching glance. 
 
    “What?” she said. 
 
    “You never heard of ‘duck for cover?’” 
 
    “Is that like ducks in a row?” she asked.   
 
    “Never mind.”  He smiled at Zahra.  “Hi, babe.  Miss me?” 
 
    She strolled up and rubbed her fuzzy head on his leg, marking her property with her scent.  He reached down and scratched her head.  A rumble of pleasure escaped her. 
 
    Looking last at me, he smiled.  “Hi, Dad.  Did you like those flying monkeys?   I whipped them up just for you.”  His smile went away and he gave me a serious stare.  “We all need to face our fears, you know.” 
 
    I smiled back at him.  “Fuck you and the flying monkey you rode in on.” 
 
    He laughed. 
 
    Zahra gave me a warning growl and a look that said: Lay off or I’ll eat you. 
 
    I flipped her off. 
 
    “What happened to the others?” I asked.  “Shouldn’t they be here?” 
 
    “They’re a little tied-up.  Want to see?” 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    A copper-red disk opened from a star-point, expanding to accommodate all of us.  Colt led the way.  The tunnel was short since this was a local jump over a small distance.  The others emerged without a break in their stride.  Me, I struggled not to get thrown on my face.  It was definite; the portal hated my guts.  What was equally definite was the growing hatred I had for this particular portal. 
 
    If only I had a way to get even… 
 
    I reached out with my focus the way I did when stealing bits of demon magic from Xan to jumpstart my new tatt.  This time, I took a huge bite, like ripping out the gooey knot at the core of a cinnamon roll to eat first.   
 
    The portal didn’t so much close as implode, leaving wobbling energy blobs in the air that diminished by feeding lightning charges into the crystal floor and surrounding stalagmites. Crystal shattered.  I ducked one of the random bolts.   Zahra didn’t move, seeing enough of the future to know movement wasn’t needed.  Xan flinched, grabbing for her rapier.   
 
    Colt waved off a few jags that might otherwise have proven dangerous and glared at me.  “What the duck!!!” 
 
    Xan grinned and jumped into the conversation.  “For duck’s sake!” 
 
    Zahra just kept glowering at me. 
 
    I looked at Colt.  “I got tired of it pissing on me.” 
 
    “All my portals share my consciousness.  They can even share memories between themselves up and down the timestream, wherever they are.  What you just did is the reason you will always get a rough ride.” 
 
    I stared at him.  “You mean to tell me that if I hadn’t just done that, the portals would have always been nice to me?”   
 
    Fuck!  This is why I hate time travel. 
 
    “You could have warned me!” I said.  “Didn’t you know I was going to do that?” 
 
    Zahra nodded.  She had. 
 
    “Sure,” Colt said.  “But I had to protect the temporal integrity of the multiverse.  It was going to happen so I couldn’t change it.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “Somehow, I have trouble believing my discomfort is that important to the multiverse.” 
 
    Colt opened his eyes very wide, a totally honest expression.  “Oh, it is!  The multiverse hates you, too.” 
 
    Then I will give it reason.  I’m going to own that bitch and fuck her in the ass! 
 
     “C’mon,” Colt said.  “Let’s go get the rest of the guys.  They’re over this way.” 
 
    I didn’t need him to tell me that.  Echoes of struggle and sounds of pain echoed from the distance.  We followed the sounds around several crystal clusters, passing from one large chamber to another where a rent in the cavern roof allowed a red strip of sky to peer in at us.  As we got closer, the sounds became erotic.  I’d heard the moans of demon-maids in my bed and their screams of ecstasy as they shuddered in explosive release.  The sounds I now heard weren’t that different. 
 
    Don’t tell me Julia and Colin are… 
 
    We emerged between two massive crystal pricks that stabbed upward into the womb of shadows. The pillars formed the sides of a gap to a depression free of stalagmites.  We stared down into a shallow pan.  Crystal chips formed a lakebed.  A colony of slimes pooled over them to form a gelatinous mass.  The sage green Will-o’-the-wisp hung in the air, easily avoiding tentacles.  The pink one flew up to join the other ball of light. 
 
    My now-crimson jumpsuit had severe damage from the slime that tried to eat me.  I had huge ragged holes.  In contrast, Julia’s and Colin’s clothes were mostly dissolved.  They were suspended above the colony, snared in bundles of tentacles.  Julia still wore her empty handgun holsters and boots, but not much else.  Glassine tentacles encircled arms and legs, trapping them in obscene postures straight out of a porn mag.  Julia’s small breasts were gripped by coils that turned them purple.  Her face was red, thrown back as her eyes rolled toward the back of her head, showing whites.  She rode a massive appendage that looked like a massive tongue.  I wasn’t clear if it was licking between her legs or she was grinding herself against it.   
 
    Her voice reached us.  “No, stop, no more…can’t…take it!” 
 
    The younger version of Colt was gone.   
 
    Maybe Selene pulled him away, not wanting his innocence damaged so early. 
 
    Colin’s innocence had died long ago.  He had his legs opened wide, a tentacle around his waist and three feelers stuffed up his ass, pistoning relentlessly.  Most of the screaming came from him.  “Aw, c’mon,” he shouted, “you can get one more in there!” 
 
    Thirteen-year-old Colt turned away from the scene.  “Oh, brother!  I may be forever scarred.”  He pulled Zahra’s clothes out from his hoodie pocket and gave them to her so she could shift back to human and get dressed. 
 
    I shot Colt’s back a hard stare.  “You’re the one who made this trap.  Why are you surprised?” 
 
    He turned back to me, but his gaze drifted over to Julia, his adopted sister.  “Slimes don’t normally rape humans, just eat them.  This batch has gone into mating season.  When that happens, they forget about the outside world.  Their tentacles go on a sort of auto-pilot.  I really didn’t remember this coming.  Mom might have wiped it from my memory.” 
 
    “Do you think they really want to be rescued?” Xan asked. 
 
    Colin looked down at us, hearing our voices.  His flushed face filled with desperation.  He yelled at us.  “I’m not gay!  Get me down.” 
 
    “If you’re sure…”  Actually, I had no choice.  He’d given a direct order and the headband compelled me to obey.  I’d absorbed a helluva lot of energy from Colt’s spiteful portal.  It burned in my chakra points like the stars of a constellation.  I made a throwing gesture at the tentacle strands under our friends.  A fire-wind whipped out.  I didn’t know how to use this power, relying on instinct.  The fire whip slashed across the tentacles, severing them.  The glassy limbs touching Colin and Julia lost cohesion, splattering downward. 
 
    Colt gestured toward Julia and Colin.  A red-copper glow caught them, pulling them over.  Naked and trembling, they were dropped at our feet.  On hands and knees, Julia faced down, struggling for breath, waiting for her racing heart to calm.  Colin, glared at us.   
 
    A promise of death hung in his eyes.  “No one mentions this.   Ever.   It…didn’t happen.” 
 
    I sighed.   
 
    Damn, another order to obey.  And I was so going to use this as blackmail. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Evil must sometimes stretch its legs.” 
 
      
 
                                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Colin dismissed the Will-o’-the-wisps, sending them back to Fairy.   
 
    Transformed back to human, and dressed once more, Zahra gripped Colt’s arm like a love-sick squid as he portalled us straight back to his Dildo of Solitude, or whatever he called it.  He no longer had to hide his secret base; Selene had apparently never been fooled by his precautions anyway.  Saved me a walk. 
 
    Xan went to the pantry area, scavenging for food.  I flopped into a chair.  Julia went toward the stairs to get some fresh clothes.  She handled her nudity mostly by pretending it wasn’t real, and rotating her gun belt on her hips so a dangling holster gave her a small measure of coverage front and back.  
 
    Colin watched Julia’s swaying ass until it was out of sight.  He made a point of letting us see his male interest in her. 
 
    I smiled knowingly at him just to freak him out. 
 
    “I’m not gay,” Colin repeated.  “I’m fey.” 
 
    Xan pulled a can of soda from the fridge. 
 
    “I’ll take one, too, dear sister!” I called out.   
 
    “Of course, dear brother.”  She got one out for me and brought it over, slanting Colin a critical look.  “Does being ‘fey’ mean you can’t be gay?” 
 
    Colin glared at her, making no effort to go find clothing.  His body was splotched with frosted patches of slime.  Frigid goop seeped out of his ass.  He answered with injured dignity.  “Being fey means you’re tri-sexual.” 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Xan asked. 
 
    I knew already.  I answered the question for Colin.  “It means they’ll try anything—even something guaranteed to get them killed.” 
 
    “No risk, no reward.”  His cock still had a little stiffness to it.  
 
    I yelled at him.  “Don’t point that thing at me.  Go take a shower.  You need it.” 
 
    Colt interrupted, “Julia’s using it. I’ve put in a second shower in your room, Colin.” 
 
    Colin rounded on Colt, pointing an accusing finger.  “This really is all your fault.” 
 
    “You would have preferred the flying piranhas Mom wanted to use?”  Colt asked. 
 
     Colin stormed off.  
 
    Xan watched his retreating ass.  “You know, it occurs to me that if he really wanted down, he could have frozen the tentacles holding him and shattered them rather easily.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I said.  “Fey are their own worst enemy.  I suppose being raped by slimes gives him some kinda bragging rights back home.” 
 
    I wonder if he’s ever done a weregoat or zombie cheerleader. 
 
    Xan draped herself across my lap, her feet dangling off an armrest.  Her bright gold eyes peered into mine as she took a sip of Mellow Yellow soda. 
 
    “Xan,” I said.  “You were going to tell me earlier about an idea you had for dealing with demon magic.” 
 
    She lowered the can from her smiling lips.  “Was I?  I guess I forgot.  Maybe, if you kiss me, it will come rushing back like a surge of passion.” 
 
    Why is every preternatural I know—including me—obsessed with sex, power, or domination?  Wait, aren’t those all the same thing? 
 
    “Well?”  Xan puckered her pink lips like a carp.  
 
    I looked deep into her eyes and lied my ass off.  “I’m afraid to kiss you.  Once I start, my senses will be enflamed, all reason lost.  I doubt I’ll be able to keep from ripping off your clothes and savagely using you like some mindless slime would.  I…” I inserted a poignant sob, “just can’t do that to someone I love so awful much.” 
 
    Colt snickered quietly to himself. 
 
    Zahra rolled her eyes. 
 
    Xan, on the other hand, seemed to buy it, reddening in the face.  “Fine.  This is probably not the time and place to drive you insane with impestous lust.” 
 
    She means incestuous lust.  I don’t lust after pests. 
 
    I kept a straight face.  “Thanks for understanding.  Now, about that idea…?” 
 
    “Oh, that.”  She took another sip.  “Remember when you violated me?” 
 
    “I what?” 
 
    Colt glared at me.  “What did you do?” 
 
    “Not what you’re thinking,” I protested.  I looked from Colt, back to Xan.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    She arced both eyebrows.  “Oh, you didn’t want anyone to know?” 
 
    I glowered at the little trouble-maker.  “I think I’d remember if I—wait, if you ordered me to do something and then to forget it, I’m the one who was violated!” 
 
    Colt approached the chair and stared down at Xan.  “What did you do?” 
 
    “I let him get what he wanted.  Is that so wrong?” 
 
    “What did I get?”  I dreaded the answer. 
 
    She looked up at Colt.  “He raped my magic twice now, violently ripping out chunks of power to kick-start his Demon Wings tatt.   He thought he was so smooth, just taking what he wanted.  He thought I wouldn’t notice.” She laughed triumphantly.  “As if anything can ever get by me.” 
 
    “You let it happen,” I said.  “That constitutes consent.” 
 
    “That’s your story!” Xan said. 
 
    “In that he’s wearing the headband, and you can order him to do anything you want,” Colt said, “I’d have to agree with Dad.  It does sound like consent.” 
 
    “Not if I retroactively revoke it.”  Xan sniffed dramatically but didn’t manage to dredge up any crocodile tears.  “I’ve been violated!  Pity me.” 
 
     “Damn!” I said.  “Stop saying that.  Someone will get the wrong idea.” 
 
    “Caine! You purvey bastard.”  It was Julia on the stairs.  She’d returned in time to hear Xan’s last words.  Julia reached us in a flash, wearing faded jeans, a pink top, and an acid-washed denim jacket.  Her hair was wet from the shower.  I was glad her holsters were empty.  Real tears threatened to spill from Julia’s eyes.  “Why her and not me?” 
 
    What the fuck! 
 
    “It’s not what you’re thinking,” Colt said.  “Xan is just talking about Caine borrowing a little demon magic from her earlier to power up his new tatt.” 
 
    “Oh,” Julia said.  “Never mind.  Go on.” 
 
    “I can explain better if we go to a pool hall,” Xan said. 
 
    Colin’s voice came from the stairs.  “We’re going to shoot some pool?  I’m in.”  He came over, still nude, but cleaned up.   
 
    “Forgot to dress?” I asked.  “I’m pretty sure that’s not what they mean about using your own stick.” 
 
    “Actually, I’m never dressed,” Colin said.  “I just wear glamour, whatever illusion pleases me.  As a winter fey, cold doesn’t bother me.” 
 
    “Nobody wants to look at you.”  Zahra reclaimed her rightful place on Colt’s arm.  She pointed at Colin’s crotch.  “Cover that thing up.”   
 
    He sighed deeply.  Khaki pants faded on him, woven from light and fey magic.  Black sneakers and a tee shirt followed.  “There, happy?” 
 
    “Not really,” Julia said.  “Now I’m going to be aware a naked guy is hanging out with me, letting himself hang out.  Invisible or not, I’ll know what’s right there!” 
 
    “What is the big deal?” Colin asked.  Under your clothes, all of you are naked, too.” 
 
    “That almost makes sense,” Xan said.  “So, Colt, know any good pool halls?” 
 
    I’ve only been in one, in Shreveport.   A biker hangout.  I don’t know if it’s there in this time period.  It might not be.” 
 
    Julia looked at him.  “There’s a billiards table in your mansion, right?” 
 
    He shrugged.  “Yeah, but Mom’s there, too.  She embarrasses me when I have friends over.” 
 
    “Mom’s will be Moms,” Colin said.  “But the table is handy, right?  And if we go back to Earth now, that crazy ifrit could come after us again.  I don’t think Caine is quite ready to take him on yet.” 
 
    Xan grinned.  “Soon maybe, if my idea works out.” 
 
    “And I’ve lost my guns somewhere,” Julia said.  “Slimes probably got them.” 
 
    “Damn thieving bastards,” I muttered.   
 
    “Fine,” Colt said.  “Let’s go.” 
 
    Xan finished her drink and slid off me so I could leave the chair.  We stood with Zahra, Colin, and Julia as Colt gestured at empty space, summoning a red-copper portal.  It swelled to accommodate us all.  We stepped in and a moment later, emerged into a paneled room with a pool table, a card table, and red-velvet chairs.  One end of the room had bookshelves and a seating area with a red-velvet couch and a loveseat fronting a fireplace.   
 
    Leaving the portal, it jerked at my feet, angry. 
 
    “Want to die?” I asked it. 
 
    The portal closed and its light-wash vanished, letting more natural tones surround us.  “Hmmm,” Colt said.  “I don’t sense Mom anywhere close.  Maybe she’s down gene-splicing in the basement lab, or feeding the experiments.” 
 
    “Do you think she’s got a pony around here?” Xan asked.  “I always wanted a pony.” 
 
    Zahra shuddered with disgust.  “Don’t ask.  It’s not going to live much longer.  Seeing it will just give you my nightmares.” 
 
    “It’s better if you try not to look,” Colt told Zahra.  “Nothing good can come of it.” 
 
    Xan and I moved to the pool table.  I wanted to hear her anti-demon-magic strategy.”  She grabbed the triangle and fished the balls from the nets, racking up the balls.  The triangle was set aside.  I went to a wall rack and selected a stick.  Xan joined me, taking one for herself.  The rest of the guys gathered around the table to watch and listen.  Xan took a shooter’s stance, sawing the stick between two knuckles, slamming the cue ball hard so it smacked the other balls, sending them everywhere.   
 
    I waited for order to return.   
 
    Once the balls were still, a few slammed into pockets, Xan walked around to the solid yellow one and the stripped blue ten which were separated by an inch.  Instead of taking a shot, she rolled the number one so it touched the ten, and then rolled the green-striped fourteen over to form a line.  She looked up to make sure she had our attention.  “Julia, put your hand on top of the middle ball here so it can’t move.” 
 
    Julia placed three fingers on top of the ten. 
 
    Xan lined the cue ball up on the yellow one.  She took her shot.  The white ball hit number one and both balls bounced away.  The ten went nowhere, but the fourteen touching it rolled away catching the transfer of kinetic energy through the middle ball Julia had held in place.   
 
    “That’s my plan,” Xan said. 
 
    “We’re going to throw pool balls at Kaden and his cronies?” Colin asked. 
 
    “You’re an idiot,” Xan said. 
 
    “So, explain it better,” Colin said. 
 
    “The kinetic transfer of energy from one mass to another,” Julia said.  “You want to apply this principle to demon magic, right?” 
 
    “Trust a girl to get it,” Xan said. 
 
    “I got it before the demonstration,” Zahra said. 
 
    “That’s actually cheating,” Colin said. 
 
    “Next time I’m a cat,” Zahra said.  “I’m going to bite you.” 
 
    Colin’s expression brightened with a pervert’s grin. “Yeah, where?” 
 
    Zahra’s dark brown eyes narrowed.  “You won’t know until it’s too late.” 
 
    Xan’s hand swept the table, smacking one ball into another.  A series of clacks sounded and several more balls went into pockets.  “Magical creatures carry energy in their bodies, storing it up for combat.  Unlike the balls, the demons don’t have to be touching to be vulnerable to a transfer of outside magic through them.  You just gotta get to them with a magical slam of your own before they can block.” 
 
    Julia pulled the black ball and the cue ball close together, but left a gap.  “So, if the white ball is Kaden and the black ball is one of his demon minions, you’d want to hit one of them with a pulse of power to carry a piece of their magic into the other demon.” 
 
    I nodded.  “If the elemental types of magic aren’t compatible, the second target will be disrupted from within and won’t be able to use their magic for a while.” 
 
    “But the first target won’t be hurt, just slightly drained.  He’ll clobber you,” Colin said. 
 
    “Not if I hit and run,” I said.  “Not if I’m cloaked by my Demon Wings spell.  It’s like when I pulled magic out from Xan.  I just have to reverse things and push instead.” 
 
    “You’d actually be fighting Kaden with two new weapons,” Julia said.  “I like it.” 
 
    “But can you pull it off?” Colin asked.  “Even if you learn how to push magic, you don’t have a lot to draw on.” 
 
    “I’ll be surrounded by demons with all the energy I need to steal,” I said. 
 
    Xan grinned like a gator swimming with minnows.  “You could totally run amok!  I’m not sure anyone could stop you without a massive blanketing attack of power.” 
 
    I lost a little enthusiasm.   “Yeah, there’s that.  If demons start shooting blind, slashing wildly with swords and magic, I could still be taken out.” 
 
    “You’d have to separate the targets into small, manageable groups, hit one bunch, then jump to another.  Just keeping moving, like Xan always does,” Colt said. 
 
    I looked them over.  “Well, you guys could always come along and help me fight, right?” 
 
    Julia said, “They need to know you can beat them alone or they won’t be intimidated enough to stay clear of you.  You need to stand up for yourself.  Prove to Lauphram he doesn’t have to protect you.  Once you have a reputation, you can coast on it.  It won’t matter that we’ll be taking these memories from you when we finally go.  You’ll relearn what you need to before the next serious challenge comes along.” 
 
    “As long as I don’t get killed setting up that reputation, I’ll be fine,” I said.  “Too bad we don’t have some low-level magical critters to practice on so I can perfect my techniques.” 
 
    Colin grinned.  “What do you mean?  Fairy is full of fey monsters we can torment.  I do it all the time.  There are wild zones outside all the courts as well as the borderlands.” 
 
    Xan hopped in place.  “Yes!  Road trip!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Safely dead is always better 
 
    than merely dead.” 
 
      
 
                                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    The valley forest lay just ahead.  Off to the side, at the base of an upward sweep of blue mountains, huddled the little village of Storm-Ire.  Much higher, a gray castle sat on the skyline. “That’s Storm-Fist Castle,” Colin said.  “That’s where the Storm Court reigns, close to the clouds, the source of their power.” 
 
    “But we’re not in the Storm Kingdom itself?” Julia asked. 
 
    “No,” Colin said.  “This valley is unclaimed by any of the courts.  It’s a wild track known as the Borderlands.  As kingdoms come and go, it remains a buffer zone.” 
 
    The forest swallowed us, cutting off the view of the nearby kingdom.  The witch hazel shrubs were thick with spindly yellow flowers.  The yew clumped together for protection amid the heavier concentration of black oak.   
 
    I looked at the silver bracelet on my left wrist, studying the engraved spell runes.  There was a likelihood we’d encounter fey so Colin made sure we all wore simple charms to understand the common tongue.   The charms would also twist the air in such a way that our English would become Elvin: the magical equivalent of Star Trek’s universal translator.   
 
    Colin’s fey portal had popped us into Fairy at an isolated location where the world seemed caught in twilight.  A bloated green cheese wheel of a moon spilled sour light down through the branches, giving everything a sickly tone.  The tree trunks, ground, and even the boulders off to the side of the trail were thickly slathered with a yellow-green moss. 
 
    “What’s this place called again?” Julia asked. 
 
    “Forest of Dire Doom,” Colin said.  “Right now, it’s just outside the Storm Court’s border.  I’m not sure who or what rules the forest.  I think it’s a feral territory.” 
 
    “Isn’t all doom pretty dire?” Colt asked. 
 
    “Some dooms are more dire than others, I suppose,” Zahra said. 
 
    “It’s Fairy,” I said.  “They have to impress the tourists.” 
 
    “Tourists?  Who’d come to this place?” Xan asked. 
 
    “We did,” Zahra said. 
 
    “Yeah, but we’re hunting monsters to pick on,” Julia said. 
 
    Colin said, “It’s Fairy.  They’re probably expecting us.  Secrets fly on the winds and cling to the shadows here.” 
 
    An owl hooted from a branch, turning his head to watch us on the forest trail.  Crickets fell silent.  Normally, a trail meant people or animals passing through.  Unfortunately, being Fairy, this path could have magically formed hours ago and could lead to absolutely nothing.  Lauphram had made sure I’d done a lot of research on both Fairy and the Dragon World.   
 
    The main thing to keep in mind is that this world is just waiting to stab us in the back—often—with prancing glee and pouncing ugly. 
 
    “Any special danger we should be watching out for?” Julia asked. 
 
    “Just the usual.” Colin stopped beside a hydra-looking bundle of yew trees, turning to look at us.  “One thing though, if you hear crows flying in from the west, bring out the heavy guns.  It will be the sluagh.” 
 
    Having stopped with everybody else, Xan lifted a questioning eyebrow, hand on the basket hilt of her rapier.  “Killer crows?” 
 
    I showed off my studies.  “The sluagh are restless spirits who come to this world to take on physical form.  They travel the countryside, sharing death and pain with others.”   
 
    An admirable trait I well appreciate.   
 
    Colin led us down the path once more. “They’re giant crows on the lookout for anyone near death whose soul they can gobble.  If you aren’t near death, well, some of them aren’t picky and will be glad to help you along anyway.  Villagers keep their western-facing windows closed, just in case.” 
 
    “Giant crows!” Xan grinned, eyes wide and glittering. “Are they good eating?” 
 
    “Tastes just like chicken,” I muttered. 
 
    “Which way is west?” Xan asked. 
 
    “Toward the setting sun, opposite of the rising sun, unless it’s different in Fairy,” Julia said. 
 
    “Everything is different in Fairy,” Colin said.  “Sorry, I don’t have a compass.” 
 
    “Don’t take chances.  If you see a flock of giant crows coming,” I said, “cut loose.” 
 
    “I don’t see any in our immediate future,” Zahra said. 
 
    Colt smiled at her.  “If that changes, let me know.” 
 
    She got that look on her face that indicated she’d gone melty and gooey inside.  “Sure, Colt.” 
 
    Damn!  Talk about “wearing out” the heart on your sleeve. 
 
    “I think there’s a lake nearby where pooka hang out,” Colin said.   
 
    “What are those?” Xan asked.   
 
    “Child-eating ponies,” Collin said.  “When you’re tired, they offer you a ride on their backs and then run you into a lake or river to drown you.  Once you’re dead, they eat you and gnaw your bones.” 
 
    “Why?” Xan cried.  “Ponies are supposed to be nice.” 
 
    “Because you taste just like chicken,” I said.  “Hey, everything’s gotta eat.” 
 
    The path led to a vast clearing with a silvery lake fringed with gray-green reeds. I saw a cottage made of mortar and irregularly shaped stones pulled from the ground.  The windows were shuttered but rimmed with light, showing someone was home.  There were window boxes but only wilted brown stuff inside.  Off to the side, what had once been a vegetable garden looked similarly dead. 
 
    Someone here has a black thumb. 
 
    We paused to look the little homestead over.  “No barn or chicken coop,” I said.  No sign of animals of any kind.” 
 
    “Pooka probably got them,” Xan said. 
 
    “Whoever is inside is staying there,” Colt said.  “Maybe we should tell them we don’t mean any harm.” 
 
    “Then they’ll think we’re weak and might come after us in the night with an axe or something,” Colin said. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” Zahra said.  “We should run.” 
 
    “Why?” Colt asked. 
 
    Female laughter came out of nowhere, echoing everywhere.  The sound was sultry, sexy, and menacing as hell.  I tried to turn and scan the area, but my feet wouldn’t work.  It was as if someone had nailed them down. 
 
    What the fuck. 
 
    “There’s magic in the voice.”  Colin jerked his body like a bad dancer.  Apparently, his feet were misbehaving too.  “It’s some form of shee.” 
 
    “As in banshee?” Julia took a step toward Colin.   
 
    Zahra crowded up against Colt. 
 
    “Colt, can you move?” I asked.  “Colin and I can’t.” 
 
    He took a step, then two, than staggered like he was drunk.  He kept walking but couldn’t seem to go in a straight line.  “Very strong death magic,” he said.  “Space itself is bending.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Zahra said. 
 
    “Me, too,” Julia said. 
 
    “Me three,” Xan added.  “It’s only you guys.”   
 
    The laughter thinned and died but I still couldn’t move from where I was rooted.  “Colin, what kind of shee can do this?” 
 
    His voice came out grim, edged with desperation.  “A leannán shee.  A female fairy that feeds off men like a vampire, drinking life, not blood.  Victims turn to dust and blow away if she takes too much.” 
 
    It explained the withered flowers, vegetable garden, and the dead grass near the cottage. 
 
    A black thumb indeed. 
 
    Rich with darkness, a smoky female voice broke over us.  “You are well informed.” 
 
    Colt had retrieved Julia’s lost guns for her.  She had them in hand, cocking the triggers as she pressed her back to mine.  Xan and Zahra faced that way as well, each of them protecting a male.  The problem was, whatever they saw, might be empty glamour.  The real enemy could be standing right in front of me, hiding behind nothingness, and none of us would know—except Zahra.  I had to believe she couldn’t be fooled because otherwise, we were all dead. 
 
    Colt’s voice snapped out.  “Walk away now, and I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    That sexy, scary laugh came again.  “Oh, so kind of you.  I will make an offer myself.  Leave one of the men, and the rest of you can go.” 
 
    The dark fey is willing to deal.  That tells me she isn’t as strong as she wants us to think. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, “Would you mind letting me turn around?  I’d kind of like to see what it is that wants to eat me.” 
 
    “Of course.  Pardon my rudeness.  I get so few visitors.” 
 
    My feet were suddenly free.  I turned to look over Julia’s shoulder.  There on the trail we’d used, standing at the edge of the clearing, stood a tall woman, slim and willowy, starved looking actually, sheathed in a dress that clung to her like dusty cobwebs.  Her eyes were black pearls.  Black hair fell to her heels.  It framed her too-white face where bright red lips gave a pop of color.  Her long fingers ended in inch-long crimson nails. 
 
    She smiled.  Fangs flashed.  “Happy?” 
 
    “Ecstatic.”  I reached out the way I’d done to cripple Colt’s uppity portal, snatching at her magic.  She might as well provide the power for my Demon Wings Tatt as anyone.  Only nothing came; she had absolute control of her energies.   
 
    Well, what do I expect?  She’s an expert in stealing lifeforce. 
 
    She looked at me curiously.  “You are shee?” 
 
    She knows what I was trying to do. 
 
    “Not hardly,” I said. 
 
    “He is the destined High King of Fairy,” Colin said.  “The one ordained by the goddesses to end the long decline of the fey.  It would be best if you stood on our side, not against us.” 
 
    The dark fey shrugged. “Decline is the natural order.  Everything dies so that something else can live.  But your High King can go.”  She turned hungry eyes on Colin.  “I will take him instead.  He is pretty enough that I will take my time.  He will certainly enjoy his death.” 
 
    “If you weren’t going to eat my soul, I’d be up for it,” Colin grinned.  “After all, you’re my type—easy.” 
 
    “We’re not giving anyone up.”  Colt’s body shimmered with red-copper motes of energy as raw power seeped out of him.  He grew brighter.  Arcs of copper lightning wound around his arms and legs.  “That’s not how we do things.” 
 
    My eyes shifted their internal structure, filtering out Colt’s sun-like glow.  I think he was trying to straighten out the distorted space gripping him by pure force of will. 
 
    “Summer Court fey, Winter Court fey, and halflings with human scents—what interesting visitors.”  The dark fey did her best to look unintimidated.   
 
    “You were warned,” Julia’s revolvers bucked in her hands, spitting flame and lead slugs.   
 
    The dark fey spun with the impact, dissolving into shadow that sank into the ground, escaping.  I saw a black patch skimming the ground, a shadow with nothing throwing it, defying the light Colt emitted.  The black patch on the ground swung around toward Xan and Colin. 
 
    Xan yanked Colin into the air and slung him over a shoulder.  His shoes still had giant clods of soil clinging to the soles.  I figured the dark fey had spilled blood on this land to claim it. 
 
    Unhampered by the weight, Xan danced away from the dark shadow. 
 
    The fey vampire surged up beside me where there was no shadow on the ground to betray her.  The shadow going after Xan had been pure misdirection.   
 
    The shee reached for Julia.   
 
    Julia backhanded the dark fey’s arm with a revolver barrel.   
 
    The creature hissed in pain, flinching from steel, a common fey weakness. 
 
    Colt threw twin beams of red-copper energy from his palms.  The beams went through the leannán shee who snapped out like a shattered dream.  Colt’s energy went on to explode the cottage, sending stones flying everywhere, timbers and thatch aflame. 
 
    A bit of overkill. 
 
    “Those shadows are just illusions!” Zahra pointed to an empty space.  “She’s there!” 
 
    Julia emptied her guns where Zahra indicated.   
 
    Splotches of blood fell onto the ground. A dark shape materialized, the web-dressed woman with her too-pale face.  Her bright red lips twisted in pain as she staggered backwards.  “Curse you.  Curse you all!”   
 
    And your little dog Toto, too. 
 
    She crumpled to her knees, hands trying to hold in blood that spurted.  As her magic unraveled, her hair lightened to gray.  Her face aged, then mummified.  In a moment, she became dust and an empty, matted dress on the ground.  Blue-green fumes seeped up from the body. 
 
    I looked at Julia.  “That’s not regular ammo you used, is it?” 
 
    “There are hematite grains mixed in with the lead.”  She smiled at me.  “It’s a little trick you will one day teach me.” 
 
    Crystalized iron to burn and poisons the fey.     
 
    “Yay, me!” I said. 
 
    The air over the dress shimmered with a blob of blue-green mist lit within by a pale blue shimmer of lifeforce; what was left of past meals, I assumed.  This was the shee equivalent of a person emptying bowels in death.  The energy cloud hung in the wind as if trying to decide what to do with itself now. 
 
    I scowled. 
 
    That’s going to bring trouble.  This is the Forest of Dire Doom.  Besides, I know my luck. 
 
    And then we all heard it: cawing from what had to be the west.  I sighed.  “The sluagh.  Too bad there’s no cottage to go hide in.” 
 
    For some reason, Colt threw me a dirty look.  “Not my fault.  If she was really standing where she made me think, I would have hit her instead.” 
 
    “Don’t pick on Colt,” Zahra said.  “He did his best.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said.  “I’m going to use that fey lifeforce to charge my Demon Wings Tatt and put our theories into practice.  The rest of you, try not to die.” 
 
    “We’re going to have chicken tonight!” Xan said. 
 
    Way to be optimistic. 
 
    “We’ll be eatin’ crow,” Colin said. 
 
    Xan drew her rapier and dagger. “Yeah, but it tastes like chicken, right?  So, it’s the same thing.  Let’s give Caine a chance to work on his transfer skills.  I’ll hold back on my storm sword unless I see we’re really getting pushed back.” 
 
    The cawing grew louder.  Everyone turned toward the coming black cloud of giant crows, except for me.  I walked into the blue-green lifeforce left behind, soaking up the energy.  No snacks for the party crashers.  The lifeforce merged with mine, a tingling throughout my body that brought a sense of euphoric invincibility.  I channeled some of the fey energy into my tatt and activated the spell. 
 
    Xan glanced my general direction.  “It worked. You’re gone!” 
 
    Zahra looked right at me, her seer-eyes undeceived.  “It’s time to do what you do best, demon lord.  Go run amok.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    “They needed death, I needed 
 
    to kill. It worked out great.” 
 
      
 
                                                          —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I didn’t drain all the shee lifeforce from the air; leaving some as bait.  While I waited inside my magical protection, the others spread out.  Zahra had already shed her clothes and had the first bristles of fur sprouting, her new tail vertebrae pushing out with crackles and pops.  Her hands dug into the ground, devolving into paws.   
 
    Julia shed her sneakers and socks.  Her feet shifted, becoming clawed feet with red scales.  Normal hands gripped her revolvers firmly, waiting with cool, predatory patience.   
 
    Colin moved toward the lake’s edge, his winter magic lifting lengths of water into the air, freezing them into javelins of ice.  Soon, he had a floating fence for offense and defense.  I hoped he’d keep an eye on the water; something hungry might emerge, looking for dinner.  There were pooka in the area and probably grindylow as well.  Not to mention capricious water nymphs.  
 
    Standing between Zahra and Xan, Colt stared down at the ground, his eyes red-copper stars.  He projected his power. The earth trembled.  A moment later, outcrops of rock speared into the air all across the clearing to set the stage for the coming battle. 
 
    Limited cover is always better than none at all.   
 
    With an infectious grin, Xan swished her rapier, writing her name on the wind as she intended to carve her legend in time itself. 
 
    I scanned the treetops.  The oncoming sluagh were monstrous enough, each one the size of a small car, made more of shadow than feathers from what I could see.  Fortunately, there were only fifty or so, though they screamed and cawed enough for twice as many.  Flapping just above the forest, they whirred ever closer, red eyes ablaze with the hunger of the dead.   
 
    Their black wave breached the clearing, dipping low, shadow wings scooping air, stalling them out so they wouldn’t overshoot.  Fanned tails swung toward the ground as they brandished yellow claws.  Most of their beaked faces turned toward the blue-green smear of energy I’d left in the air.   
 
    Some crows spied the Legion members, clearly angling for them.  At the flock’s current speed, I guessed the sluagh would hit: Now! 
 
    I stayed ahead of Julia, a few feet closer to the incoming Sluagh.  One of them would have to pass me to get to her.  Three crows hit the bruised air where the last of the shee lifeforce glimmered.  They sucked it in, beaks opened, inhaling, draining the light-dazzled mist.   
 
    Moving laterally, Julia fired into the roofs of their mouths, taking out brains.  A moment later, three crows were on the withered grass, flopping wildly, their eyes glazing with darkness.  Made physical by this world, they could die once more.  And they did. 
 
    A fourth crow landed, hopped, clawed the air, and landed again—yellow beak thrusting at Julia like a spearhead.   
 
    I ran toward a sluagh that picked at the bodies of his friends.  He was probably wondering why they’d fallen dead again.  I could understand; there weren’t many—if any—guns in Fairy except for those brought by Julia or other travelers from Earth.  
 
    Julia sidestepped the beak’s slash and kicked her crow in the throat, her dragon-claw foot dug in deep, ripping out a larynx so the crow went silent mid-shriek.  With a foot red with blood, Julia danced away, looking for her next target. 
 
    By then, I lined up with a sluagh between me and a crow menacing Zahra.  In bobcat form, she rolled from a beak strike, snarling in rage.  I hit my crow, shoving some of the stolen shee energy out of my palm.  There was a crackle of blue-green light around my hand.  I stepped back to break physical contact so my you-don’t-see-me spell wouldn’t include the crow I’d smacked.  The crow staggered as I moved onto the next unsuspecting crow. 
 
    The crow going for Zahra spun as if sucker-punched, which he was, and staggered off balance.  Zahra used that opening to jump in and rip out her crow’s feathery throat.   
 
    Colt had been holding himself in reserve in case someone got into trouble and needed help.  The bright red-copper light around his hands drew attention; four crows crowded, hampering each other, each one trying to get him first.   
 
    He opened a portal and closed it just as fast.   
 
    Four crow heads vanished from this world, the bodies slumping, jerking, wings snapping wildly in nervous response as the necks spurted blood.   
 
    Still unseen, I got a couple crows between me and Colin.  This let me see him fighting while I did my own.  His fence of javelins danced, randomly stabbing flapping crows.  He gestured to the water and a great wave surged up, iced over, and became an ice wall slamming into two crows. 
 
    Sowing confusion, I used both palms to give my crow a martial arts strike while pumping a burst of shee energy into him.  Not anticipating this, the crow squawked and rolled over.  The power I hit him with gathered some of the sluagh’s lifeforce on the way to his companion.  That crow spun in place, flapping, staring around in confusion as his lifeforce increased.   
 
    I wasn’t really doing damage.  The shee’s energy and that of the sluagh were close enough in compatibility so no major disruptions were done.  Still, it was practice.  And when dealing with the elemental demon magic of my clan, I expected the effects to be far more violent. 
 
    It occurred to me that lining up targets wasn’t really needed.  When a lineup occurred, it saved time, but I had the technique now to rip out chunks of magic from a distance, catch that power, and relaunch it as part of a two-step process.  I needed to practice that as well. 
 
    Zahra ran from two crows wanting to pull her apart.  She led the crows between two rock spires.  As soon as she cleared the way, Colt gestured and the monoliths dug up turf, slamming together with a thunderous wham!  The two crows were crushed.   
 
    By then, the survivors had lost enough of their flock to reconsider the tastiness of easy-looking prey.  The sluagh hopped and flapped back into the twilight sky, still going east.   
 
    Fairy had doomed them to fly that one direction in exchange for their pseudo lives.  Fey magic followed unique paths that were seldom reasonable. 
 
    Always a price to be paid.   
 
    We gathered around Colin.  A number of dead birds were clumped there looking like giant pincushions.  I closed down my Demon Wings tatt, happy I still had enough shee magic stored inside to fire the tatt back up if needed to without stealing from Xan.  She might eventually send me a bill for that.   
 
    Colin turned to look out across the lake.  There were water-horses staring back.   
 
    Stopping next to him, Xan asked, “Do you think they’re going to give us trouble, too?” 
 
    “I think they just want to eat some crow.  I’m all for that.  If they’re full, they won’t be hungry for us.” 
 
    “Oh.”  She walked over to one of the shadow-birds and grasped two of the ice javelins poking out of it.  She picked up the crow like an hors d'oeuvre on toothpicks and flung the carcass out over the lake.  It splashed and sank.  The pooka were on it at once.  Xan tossed them a few more bodies and yelled at them: “Don’t say ‘I never gave you nothin’” 
 
    I stood by one of the remaining crows, staring down.  “Are we seriously going to eat this?  There are warnings in fairytales about eating food Under-the-Hill.” 
 
    “We’re not under a hill,” Xan said. 
 
    Julia laughed while reloading her guns.   
 
    I explained.  “Xan, Under-the-Hill is an old way of referring to Fairy.  At one time, people thought the world of fairies could be reached by going under burial mounds.  Especially those covered with bluebells.” 
 
    “I love bluebells,” Xan said.  “And what’s dangerous about dead crows?  You just have to pluck off the feathers and cook it long enough, right?” 
 
    Colt walked up beside me to join the conversation.  “Well, these aren’t really crow, but magically solidified ghosts.  There could be side effects for diners who aren’t fey.” 
 
    Zahra joined us, still in bobcat form, leaning into Colt’s leg and rumbling softly.   
 
    “What kind of side effects?” Xan asked. 
 
    “You could turn into a crow, too,” I said. 
 
    Xan looked at me.  “Is that true?” 
 
    “Can’t rule it out,” Colt said. 
 
    “I gotta eat something,” Xan said.  “My lovably manic personality is highly dependent on calories.” 
 
    “Wolves,” I said. 
 
    Xan looked at me.  “Eat a wolf?” 
 
    I pointed at the forest edge where black and grey wolves emerged with a silver wolf in the lead.  Larger than most, they had twin tails, this being Fairy.  They fanned out and went around sniffing the dead crows, checking out the recent battle. 
 
    Zahra didn’t look surprised to see them, and didn’t bother bristling at the animals.  That told me we weren’t likely to be attacked again.  At least not right away.  Still, Colt, Xan, Julia, and Colin made a protective line between me and the pack.   
 
    Just being careful, I suppose.  They are responsible for me, having kidnapped me and all. 
 
    One of the black wolves worried a crow body, ripping at an already slashed throat, stealing Julia’s kill.  Shadow feathers went flying, dissolving in the air like smoke.  Other wolves dug in without waiting for the diner bell to ring. 
 
    “They’re eating!” Xan protested. 
 
    “They’re fey, like me,” Colin said.  “We do things others can’t—safely.  You want to eat crow, go for it.  Just don’t say you weren’t warned.”  He looked over her wrinkled, stained boy’s school uniform with the pocket dangling by threads.  “Black is your color.  You should do fine with black feathers.  Might even lay an egg.  We could have an omelet.” 
 
    “This really sucks!”  Xan crossed arms across her flat chest.  I understood her clothing choice, wanting to stand out as a “man of action” when the feminine route of cleavage was denied her.   
 
    I should stop teasing her about something she can’t help.  But I know myself.  I won’t.  We all have our limitations. 
 
    The silver wolf came our way, escorted by a gray and black companion.  They stopped four feet away from my protective line.  Ignoring my friends, their stares locked onto me.  As the one “guarded”, they assumed I had rank.  A big target had been hung on me by my friendly captors.   
 
    Gee, thanks guys. 
 
    The silver wolf reared on hindlegs.  Fur melted into nothing.  A fey, gray-eyed woman took the wolf’s place, wearing wrappings of leather over fur skins.  Shifters weren’t usually concerned with modesty.  If we were naked, she’d probably have shifted without acquiring clothes.   
 
    She’s following our customs, a sign of respect.  A good sign. 
 
    Her companions were a little slower to initiate their magical changes.  Like the woman, there was no apparent pain or effort in this.  They were fey, not werewolves after all.  The two wolves became lean, hungry looking men with broad shoulders, narrow hips, and amber eyes.  A sort of hand-stitched, stiffened leather armor covered them, and they wore silver knives, a sign they weren’t all-together trusting. 
 
    One of the men spoke with a mellow baritone voice.  “You are in the presence of Mira, pack leader of the Dire Doom Wolf Clan.  She would know your business in our forest.” 
 
    She cast him a side glance.  “Rulf, I can speak for myself.  I have been doing so for most of my life.”   
 
    There was laughter in her voice rather than strong rebuke, but Rulf reddened in the face. “My apologies.” 
 
    Mira returned her cool stare to me.  “You are obviously a great warrior despite tender years.  If you are as you seem.  Few seek out the shee or the sluagh.” 
 
    Even if I were a hundred, I’d still be considered young to fey who live centuries.  She’d pegged me as a visitor to her world at once.  Probably my smell.  I shrugged off her praise.  “I’m Caine.”  I left it at that.  Going around announcing you were part of a demon clan wasn’t usually received well.  A low profile was my preferred method of avoiding trouble.   
 
    But Colin didn’t get the memo.  His hand made a courtly flourish in my direction.  “He is Caine Deathwalker, the future High King of Fairy by divine decree, and we are the Legion of Five, his personal guard.” 
 
    Because the impersonal guard was busy. 
 
    The unnamed fey warrior turned away from us and failed to stifle a rude laugh.  He finished with a gasp of air.  “Oh, this is too good.  Five of them are a Legion.  And the High King of all Fairy as well.” 
 
    Mira smiled.  She was probably writing Colin’s words off as the overactive imagination of an outlander teen.  That was how Colin dressed.   
 
    Irritated, I pointed out something they should have realized with the heightened power of their wolf-noses.  “Colin is Winter Court fey.  Fey do not lie.” 
 
    He’s also not entirely fey, but why bring that up?   
 
    The wolf smiles went away as they paid him closer attention.   
 
    I continued the introductions, no longer caring about a low profile. “Next is Xan the Mighty, swordswoman extraordinaire, mistress of storm magic, and a demon princess.” 
 
    Xan turned to slant me a look, surprise evident in her face that I would speak so well of her.  Drawing a deep breath that didn’t do much for her chest, she turned back to stare at our visitors, her head held high in regal pride.   
 
    “Next to her is Julia Deathwalker, of the Red Dragon Clan,” I said. 
 
    At the word dragon, both the wolf-warriors gripped their dagger hilts reflexively, as if a fight for their lives might instantly erupt.  Only Mira remained relaxed and unconcerned.  As leader of wolves, she would know that neither the weak or strong can afford to show fear. 
 
    I continued my introduction, pointing down at Zahra.  “The savage beast is Zahra, the personal avatar of Bastet, the ancient Earth goddess of magic and cats.” 
 
    Zahra grunted with her bobcat voice.  I wasn’t sure if my description irritated her or made her happy.  Not that I cared either way. 
 
    “And next to her is Colt Deathwalker, Prince of the Red Moon.”  I wondered if that would mean anything here on Fairy.  
 
    Colin elaborated.  “He is the only child of Selene, Mad Goddess of the Red Moon who is the Destroyer of the Wild Hunt.” 
 
    At the mention of ‘Destroyer of the Wild Hunt’, Mira did show fear.  She paled and trembled.  “Selene’s child.”  They knelt and bowed their stiff, prideful necks, giving deeper respect than to the rest of us.” 
 
    “Don’t do that,” Colt said.  “It’s embarrassing.  Besides, Caine outranks me.  Despite his apparent age, he’s my father, the Red Moon Demon who has taken Selene as wife.” 
 
    The other wolves gave up messing with the crow bodies to scurry over and copy Mira’s posture—as if she’d sent them a message by thought, or had called them by pack magic.   
 
    The fey warrior who’d laughed kept his face in the dirt as he spoke.  “I meant no offense.  Please excuse my thoughtless words.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll let you live,” Xan said.  “Got any food that humans can safely eat?  Killing monsters made me hungry.” 
 
    “And get up off the ground,” I said.  “You’re bad-assed wolves.  Fuckin’ act like it.” 
 
     Mira lifted herself and laughed at that.  Her people stood.  Those still wolves shifted into human form.  The males and females both favored stiffened leather armor, furs, and silver daggers.  They were careful not to touch their weapons. 
 
    Mira said, “Our village isn’t far, as the wolf runs.  Come and be our guests.  You can rest and eat your fill.  We have some excellent smoked elk.” 
 
    “What does smoked elk taste like?” Xan asked. 
 
    Mira smiled.  “Elk that has been smoked.” 
 
    Of course.  What else would a wolf maiden say. 
 
    “Probably not like chicken,” I said.   
 
    “I can get you chicken if you want,” Colt said.  “When you’re a demigod, KFC is never far away.” 
 
    “I’ll try the elk,” Xan said.  “Demon princesses should be open to new experiences.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Unenlightened self-interest 
 
    leaves little room for trust.” 
 
      
 
                                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    The sky never darkened from twilight to true night.  The pale-yellow orb with its moldy green face—like cheese going bad—crept higher in the sky, alone, without an entourage of evening stars for company.  The moon seemed disconnected from the rest of the sky. 
 
    The wolf clansmen butchered the dead crows while the women wove branches so the meat could be piled on liters and hauled away.  Colin, of course, tried to be helpful to a couple of clanswomen with large, contoured chest plates and short leather skirts, but his branch weaving sucked so they told him to stop.  
 
    The crow parts left over—feet, beaks, and entrails—were thrown into the lake where water-dwellers battled over tidbits.  A few hawks dipped out of the sky to snatch pieces out of the wind, skreeing their thanks.   
 
    Zahra stole off, returning in human form with a fresh change of clothes that Colt provided from his infinitely deep hoodie pocket.  After a brief absence, he showed up with a couple buckets of extra-crispy chicken and won the eternal love of Xan, who promptly ran off with a whole bucket, gibbering with glee. 
 
    It takes so little to make some people happy. 
 
    Julia welcome Rulf’s attention as she practiced her quick draw.  She spent some time explaining that the lethal slugs weren’t hurled by magic, but by alchemy.  She washed the blood off her dragon-claw feet and had shifted them back to human form so she could wear her sneakers again. 
 
    Waiting until the forest hike, I sat on a rock, staring out over the lake, not wanting to turn my back on possible threats.  Sensing my wish for a little privacy, I was left alone by my kidnapers.   
 
    It surprised me when Mira came over without her sidekicks.  She sat, folding her long legs, her back to water, staring up into my face as her hands dangled off her bare knees.  She had an intense, feral beauty, and a bold stare that lacked any kind of sexual heat.  It made me feel uncomfortable.  And, for some reason, my pants grew tighter in the lap. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked. 
 
    She looked up at the dusky sky, then down at me, and shrugged.  “The usual.  Tell me, how does one get to be the destined future High King of Fairy when we haven’t even had a High King in centuries?” 
 
    I copied her shrug.  “I lost a bet.” 
 
    Her head dropped.  She hid her face.  A huff of a laugh escaped her, throwing her face back into view.  She grinned with more than a hint of fang.  “Ah, how fun it must be to lie so freely.” 
 
    “My greatest superpower,” I said.  “To be honest, the High King thing is something they just told me about.  I find it hard to believe myself.” 
 
    “But you are Colt’s father, mated to Selene the Mad?” 
 
    “My, uh, friends—and alleged family—claim to have traveled back in time from a distant future to keep things going right because there are evil dick-heads trying to bend time to new paths.  We’re supposed to be making changes so things stay roughly the same.  It all makes my head hurt.” 
 
     “The magic of time, I had not considered such a thing before.  All I know is the forest and life as my people have always lived it.” 
 
    “If it’s a good life, that’s not a bad thing.”  I looked away from her, out over the lake.  “I just hope the Scavengers never come here.  Fairy doesn’t need more monsters.  It has plenty.” 
 
    “Am I a monster to you?”  She gave her question a lilting, rising tone at the end that drew my gaze back to her. 
 
    “I think we all carry monsters inside, no matter what disguises we wear.  Some of us are just better at hiding them.” 
 
    “Hmmm.  I think so, too, Caine Deathwalker.” 
 
    “I’m not used to that name.  I’m supposed to settle on Deathwalker at some time in the future.  I find that really hard to believe.  Must be a gag they’re pulling on me.” 
 
    “Why?  I think Deathwalker is a fine name.  Manly, powerful.  Others will not laugh if you leave a long trail of blood behind you.  Respect for anything can be earned.” 
 
    Hell!  I think she’s right.  I’m laughed at all the time.  Why be scared of giving the universe one more reason? 
 
    I smiled at her.  “You see very clearly.” 
 
    She smiled back.  “When you become High King of all Fairy, remember my people with fondness.” 
 
    “Hedging your bets?” 
 
    “I’m a wolf at heart.  We don’t like to miss opportunities.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Low friends in high places can be an advantage.”  I scooted forward and dropped off the boulder, sitting in front of her at the same level.  I held out my hand.  “Fine.  It’s a promise.  When Fairy is mine, you will always be welcome in my court.  If I remember the promise, that is.” 
 
    She took my hand in hers.  “Why wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “Headband,” I said.  “So that the future isn’t too damaged by my current experiences, these memories will be held by the band’s fey magic.  When my friends go back to the future, they’ll take the headband with them.  They say I won’t remember any of this on a conscious level.  Maybe not even in my dreams.” 
 
    Mira looked cross for some reason.  “I don’t want anyone to ever forget me.” 
 
    I sighed.  “It’s nothing I can help.  I’ve tried to remove the headband.  I can’t get it off.” 
 
    “Oh?”  She leaned in and pulled her hand free of mine.  Her hands rose.  She plucked the headband off me.  A wash of disorientation swept through my brain.  I blinked at her.   
 
    Wait.  Who is this?  Where am I? 
 
    “Look at me,” she said.  “I am Mira, leader of the wolves in the Dire Doom Forest of Fairy.  We are friends now.  You are not allowed to forget me.  Ever.”  She pulled me close, pressing a soft kiss to my lips, then released me.  “Agreed?” 
 
    Beautiful hot chick with silver hair, soft lips, and a rockin’ body? 
 
    “I’ve engraved you on my heart.” 
 
    Chicks like it when guys say corny stuff like that.   
 
    She smiled.  “Good.”  She shoved the silver headband back onto my forehead.   
 
    I suddenly remembered how I’d come to Fairy and the fight with Kaden waiting in my future.  I sighed from the burden of that knowledge. 
 
    Mira stood with fluid grace and held a hand out to help me up.  I took her hand and stood.  We looked across the clearing.  Her people were lined up at the mouth of the forest trail.  My friends were with them. Across the distance, Colt and Zahra watched me with knowing eyes. 
 
    I guess this one memory is one they don’t mind if I keep. 
 
    Mira kept hold of my hand, leading me to the others.  The moldy moon looked like it was keeping pace until the forest closed over us.  The trail had been rough and ill-defined earlier.  Now, it showed changes, becoming smoother, wider, with fresh growth of grass cushioning our steps.  Fairy was showing a friendlier face. 
 
    At one point, Xan reappeared, looking me over, glaring at Mira’s hand in mine.   
 
    Julia also popped up.   
 
    Neither looked happy I’d made a new friend.   
 
    Xan thrust out her cardboard bucket.  It smelled strongly of chicken, but when I took it and looked inside, I saw one wing.  “I left you some,” Xan said.  “You don’t have to thank me.” 
 
    Greedy little thing.  You’d think she has dragon blood like Julia instead of being demon spawn. 
 
    I fished out the scrawny wing.  “Thanks. Your generosity is overwhelming.” 
 
     “Right.  Like I know.  Dad tells me it’s my only real weakness.” 
 
    I kept a straight face.  “Yeah, but you can work on that.  Perfection isn’t that far away.” 
 
    A boob job, a sluttier personality, skimpier clothes, and you’d be damn perfect as jail bait.   
 
    I gnawed on the wing before she decided to snatch it back.  No longer hot, it was still damn tasty. 
 
    Julia inserted herself, giving Mira her full attention, crowding the woman farther from me.  “So, how far is it to your village and how big is it?” 
 
    “Not far now.  The land is responding to our desire to get there fast,” Mira said.  “As for numbers, we have only a hundred wolves in our pack.  Enough to keep out the unwelcome.” 
 
    Possessive, Xan latched onto my left arm, locking step with me.  “Such a wonderful evening for a family stroll, don’t you think?  You can keep the bucket, too.  You never know when you’ll need a container for something.  You wouldn’t want to lose your heart, for example.” 
 
    “A cardboard bucket?  You are just too good to me,” I said.  
 
    Xan and Julia are actually jealous.  This is not my usual experience.  Maybe I’ve been needing to get out more. 
 
    As Julia kept Mira engaged in conversation, I finished gnawing the wing, tearing the joints apart in the process, dropped the bones in the bucket so they could rattle around a bit.   
 
    Xan squeezed my arm for attention.  “Once we get settled, the night might grow a little cold, big brother, but you don’t have to worry; I will be right there to warm your bed for you.” 
 
    Julia leaned in from my right and whispered.  “I’ll help, too.” 
 
    Mira laughed.  “Ah, Caine Deathwalker, I envy the love others hold for you.  You are so blessed.” 
 
    That’s what it’s called? 
 
    Rulf led the party along the trail, stopping us at one point with a raised hand.  He threw back his head and—though in human form—gave a very wolf-like howl into the air.  The howl was picked up out of sight by several voices, a signal. 
 
    I looked at Mira.  “I take it, if we had gone straight in without that little warning, your village would have assumed you were under duress, or maybe the control of magic.” 
 
    “You are correct,” Mira said.  “Our village is just past the King Tree.”  She pointed at a species that had no exact match on Earth.  By size alone, it could have been a sequoia.  It was the first “King Tree” I’d seen in the forest.  We studied it as we passed on to where the trees ended.  A three-story mound of rock and earth, riddled with caves, occupied a clearing.   
 
    We passed stationed guards that gave Mira a nod, and the rest of us open stares of interest.  The mound had a skirt of blackberry vines.  The wolves had obviously left this here to deter anyone trying to rush the stony knob.  A path opened for the wolves and their litters as their home welcomed them back. 
 
    “Welcome to Wolves’ Lair,” Mira said.   
 
    Warriors, both two- and four-footed came surging out of the hill to meet us and help with the burdens.  Prancing wolf cubs were turned back by their mothers.  Toddlers, wearing little, staggered among the cubs.  Cubs and toddlers all had the same bright blue eyes. 
 
    Mira turned to me.  “Sorry, but our homes are not open to visitors.  By custom, we have special accommodations for those not of our blood and magic.”  She gestured into the branches of the King Tree.  From this side of it, we could see a rope ladder dangling down the broad trunk.  The ladder ran up to a sizable wooden deck that blocked the view of what else might be up there.  “Please climb.  We will see to your needs up there.  You should find it quite comfortable.” 
 
    Not like we’ve got much choice, though I do understand; on a world where fey with portal magic can pop in without warning on you, you don’t let them see critical places so they have a jump target. 
 
    Colt stared up the tree to the outer edge of the deck overlooking the wolves’ mound.  “Fine.  Xan, you go first.” 
 
    “On it.”  She grabbed Colin and slung him over a shoulder.  Used to her, he didn’t put up a fuss.  A savage wind swirled down from the sky and scooped them up, pushing the rest of us back out of the way.  Xan rode the updraft to the balcony and jumped onto it where we couldn’t see.  A moment later, an icy blue portal opened where Colin had stood.   
 
    Julia pushed me into the portal and followed with Zahra and Colt right behind.  The passage closed behind us and opened ahead.  We stepped out onto the wooden deck.  Plenty of branches still spread overhead to give shelter from the weather.  Colin’s portal closed without trying to dump me on my ass.  I didn’t miss Colt’s version at all.   
 
    There was a cut-out space near the trunk where the ladder appeared, running to posts that magically grew out of the deck.  The deck itself had no railing at the edges, which didn’t seem to bother Xan any.  She stayed there, looking out at Wolves’ Lair while Colin hurried over to us.   
 
    There were a dozen huts woven from branches that grew out of the side of the King Tree.  In one spot, stone tiles formed a safe-zone for a kind of clay chiminea that would have looked perfectly at home in the American Southwest, if it weren’t five-times too big.  It had a phallic shaped vent for smoke, and a lower arch in the main body where a fire could be kept burning.  There was a grill inside the arch where food could be cooked.  Several wooden stools were near the chiminea as well as a covered bin.   
 
    Julia went over and lifted the cover on the bin.  “Charcoal and wood.  Do you suppose there are any showers around here?  Maybe bottled water?” 
 
    I pointed to a wooden tank above one of the huts.  “That might be a bathhouse.” 
 
    Zahra didn’t bother to go look, simply nodding.  “It is, but we won’t have time to get comfortable.  We’re on the edge of the Storm Kingdom.  They have spies in the sky.  Word will have reached the Storm Court about us already.  They will come soon to gather us up.” 
 
    “I didn’t see any spies,” Colin said. 
 
    With grave sadness, Zahra shook her head at him.  “You poor idiot, don’t you remember those hawks you fed at the lake?  What they saw, their master saw in the Storm Court.” 
 
    “And you’re only telling us now?” Colin said. 
 
    “I told Colt.  You aren’t important.” 
 
    Colin looked like he wanted to strangle her.   
 
    I completely understood, having felt that impulse myself numerous times.  
 
    “Well, knowing earlier probably wouldn’t have mattered,” Julia said. 
 
    Except, if we’d portalled out of here earlier, Mira’s people wouldn’t have to answer for us to hostile fey. 
 
    “Mira isn’t going to like this,” I said. 
 
    “Like what?” Mira asked. 
 
    Her voice drew my gaze to the ladder.  She climbed into view, a sack tied to her back; bedding maybe, or smoked elk. Probably no s’mores.  She came over, eyes searching our faces. 
 
    Colt sighed.  “Zahra is a seer.  She says our presence has drawn the interest of the Storm Court.”  There was a distant grumble of thunder.  The far skies clouded, and right here, stiffer winds swept by, troubled from afar.   
 
    “A storm is coming.”  I looked at Mira with regret.  “We probably need to go.” 
 
    Xan stomped over to join us.  “I’m not fond of running.  I’m pretty sure I can beat the Storm Court magic with my own.  I’m just not sure how much of the forest will be left by then.” 
 
    Mira set her bundle down.  “Wolves do not allow guests to be stolen or threatened.  It is a matter of honor.” 
 
    Xan smiled.  “Then kick ass, it is!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    “The punch to worry about is 
 
    the one you can’t see coming.” 
 
      
 
                                                          —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Mira went down to prepare her people for a visit from the Storm Court.  I stood at the edge of the deck looking up.  The sky had darkened even more over the forest, spitting jags of lightning from cloud to cloud.  Under them, I saw curtains of rain, like charcoal smudges.   
 
    The Legion of Five gathered around me.  “How long do you think we have before they get here?” I asked. 
 
    Xan made a hmmm sound in her throat, considering.  With her affinity to storm magic, she’d be the one to know.  “Two hours if they have a sizable force.  One if they’re keeping it light, bringing only combat mages and a person of lesser royalty from the Court.  The king and queen won’t come.  A prince or favored courtier maybe…”   
 
    “Sounds about right,” Colin said.  “It’s how my grandmother does things in the Winter Court, when she wants to throw her weight around but isn’t really worked up.” 
 
    Julia turned from the platform’s edge to face Colt.  “Speaking of family, maybe we should bring in your mom.  Extra firepower can’t hurt.” 
 
    “Unless it does,” Colt said.  “You know my mom.  She’s not long on restraint and only careful by accident.  There’s a reason that, for hundreds and hundreds of years, the common fey have used her to scare the kids into behaving.  Her rampages on Fairy are literally legend.” 
 
    I nodded.  Yeah, that was the impression I’d gotten.  Of course, with those tits, I’ll forgive her anything.  I still regret turning her down before. 
 
    Colt shot me a look.   
 
    For a moment, I wondered if he’d been reading my mind again. 
 
    Colt’s gaze slid to Julia.  “Maybe we should just get Caine out of here.   His future is too important to risk.” 
 
    “Hell, no.”  I said.  “You want me to run and hide?   I’ve done that for thirteen years.  Know what?  It gets old.  I’m not doing it anymore.” 
 
    “You are if we order it,” Colin said.  “I’m not going to be the one who got my dad killed.  Mom will never let me hear the end of it.” 
 
    I looked at Xan, who I thought might best sympathize with me.  “Little Sister, please.  I need to be able to respect myself—maybe for the first time ever.” 
 
    Xan looked away from my gaze.  “I’m sorry.  I’ll do anything for you but let you get hurt.” 
 
    “Running will hurt me,” I said.  “You just won’t see the bloody wounds because they’ll all be on the inside.” 
 
    “Fine,” Julia said.  “You can stay—for now—but if things go sideways, either Colin or Colt will portal you out of here.  We’ll leave that call to Zahra.” 
 
    I looked at our seer. 
 
    She looked back.  “Yeah, fine.  Whatever.” 
 
    “Colt,” Julia rested her hands on her pistol grips, “Jump me back to my time, to the Clan House.  I need to upgrade my weaponry and grab some cheese puffs.” 
 
    Xan smiled.  “So, I take it we’re no longer treading lightly?  This is now a killing mission?” 
 
    Colt sighed.  “Some times you just gotta say fuck the temporal stability of the multiverse.” 
 
    Zahra stared at him.  “You cursed!” 
 
    He shrugged.  “There are times to elevate language and times when you’ve just gotta murder it and let God sort out the dangling participles.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you two,” Zahra said. 
 
    No surprise there. 
 
    “I’ll take charge while you guys are gone,” Xan said. 
 
    Again, no surprise. 
 
    “If we’ve got an hour, I’m going to see if there are wolf-girls around that want to violate me.”  Colin headed for the rope ladder.  
 
    I’d be surprised if he wasn’t trying to get laid at a time like this. 
 
    Colt opened his red-copper portal and shot me a look.  “Do you want to come along?” 
 
    I sat down on the deck, letting my feet dangle off the edge.  “Nah, I’m good.” 
 
    “Okay.”  He walked into the disc of his power, followed by Zahra and Julia.  The disc closed behind them.   
 
    That left me alone with Xan.  She sat beside me, copying my casual pose.  Her face turned toward me.  “You know what I’ve always liked about you?” she asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’ve never talked down to me, like I was just a kid, even when I was one.  If I asked a question, you’d answer, nothing held back, reality at its darkest and cruelest.  You never acted like I needed protecting.  Even when you were protecting me, you just called it a brother’s duty.” 
 
    “Is there some reason you’re bringing this up now?” 
 
    “I don’t feel like I’m really doing anything for you.  Even this mission is more about me having fun than anything else.  I’ve always figured tomorrow would take care of itself if I took care of today.” 
 
    “You’re joking?  You gave me that really awesome chicken wing.  And that bucket; I can wear it on my head if it rains.  I can put bones and stuff in it.  Shiny rocks!” 
 
    “We’re not related by blood, but not through Lauphram.  My Mom is your cousin.  But you’ve always claimed me as a sister.  They tell me you were there when my mom was in labor—fighting off the Scavengers that wanted me dead.” 
 
    I looked at her.  “I did?  Well, sure I did.  I am a man of action and a mad killing machine, right?” 
 
    “That’s what you need to become.  Despite my own heart, I have to let you get hurt.  I was wrong before.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “Most people are deeply wrong that don’t give me exactly what I want.”   
 
    That pulled a weak laugh out of her.  “My demon memory is nearly perfect and my newborn demon eyes were a lot better than human.  I can easily pull up the first moment I saw you: there was blood on your face and a smile.  That memory gets me through a lot.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say.  She’d known me for years, but I’d just met her.  And I was going to forget her when all this was done.  Or maybe not. 
 
    “Xan, do me a favor.” 
 
    “Yes, you can have my body.  Be gentle.” 
 
    As if I can sleep with someone who has a kid’s body without feeling weird about it.  There needs to be one or two lines I won’t cross. 
 
    “Not that,” I said.  “Something else.” 
 
    A disappointed, sliding tone followed.  “Oh, what?” 
 
    “Take off my headband for a moment.  It won’t mean anything to me after you guys leave me, but I’ll have a mental snapshot of your face in my memory.  Without context, it will probably bug the hell out of me, but that’s what little sisters are for, right?” 
 
    She looked back at me.  No emotion on her face.  Then she reached out and removed the band.  There was a moment of unreality and confusion.  I tried to figure out where I was and how I got here.  My stare probed the guy beside me in the dirty school uniform.  His hair bristled in dark blue spikes.  His skin was pale blue, like Lauphram’s, and his eyes were antique gold, reminding me of pirate treasure.   
 
    Holding a silver headband in his hands, he leaned in and kissed me.   
 
    I pushed him back.  “Hey, dude!” 
 
    My memories of my past abduction clarified a little in my mental haze and I realized this “guy” was a girl.  Judging from her face, a very pissed girl.  She mashed the headband onto my head with brutal force.   “That’s it.  I’m buying a push-up bra.” 
 
    More recent memories rushed in.  “Xan, sorry.  I didn’t mean anything.” 
 
    “Too late.  I’m already offended.  See if I give you a chicken bucket ever again.” 
 
    I got up. 
 
    “Where are you going?” she asked. 
 
    “To look for a chamber pot.  Treehouse plumbing is too much to hope for.  Why don’t you see if you can get a fire going in that chimney thing?  Not too hot though; the silver grill could melt if it’s not spell-protected.” 
 
    She shook her head sadly.  “Fey weakness for steel, huh? It’s silver everything.” 
 
    I walked to the woven hut with the water tank over it.  A gray curtain hung in front of the oval space that served as an entrance.  I pushed through into darkness and found a knife pressed to my throat.  A soft voice murmured.  “Don’t move.  Make no noise.  My blade is thirsty and quick.”  
 
    My eyes instantly adjusted but the man remained a shadow smudge, cloaked by some kind of stealth magic.  Even his voice was muted.  The magic had the distinctive smell of rotting wood.  If I had more experience with the fey, I knew that would have told me something. 
 
    I really do need to get out more often. 
 
    If he were just an assassin, I figured I’d be dead already.  More likely a spy, an outrider clearing the way for those coming from the Storm Court.  I guessed he’d stayed in this hut on some earlier, innocuous visit just to have this coordinate for portaling in. 
 
    I stayed relaxed.  There would be a moment when he’d drop his guard slightly and I could surprise him with my more-than-human strength and speed. 
 
    “Smart.  Now, tell me who you and your friends are and what you’re doing here.” 
 
    “We are agents of Selene, the Destroyer of the Wild Hunt.  She is taking an interest in Fairy once more.  We’re scouting out real estate, looking for a place with great hot-springs.  We’ll probably build a resort and casino.” 
 
    The knife pressed in a little more.  My skin was tougher than human so I didn’t bleed.  That was bad luck.  Had I bled, the smell would have instantly snagged Xan’s attention.   
 
    No one knows blood like Xan, or a vampire. 
 
    In a mental flash, I recalled Gloria smelling my blood from outside Red’s Tattoo Shop.   
 
    The spy’s whisper came again.  “You gave that answer a little too smoothly, a little too quickly.  I’m not sure I believe you.” 
 
    I shrugged, went bonelessly limp, and let gravity drop me to the floor in a complete collapse.  His hungry knife was left with nothing to bite.  From the ground, I pulled my knees to my chest and kicked while rocking back on neck and shoulders.  The prone scorpion kick wasn’t one I often used in martial arts, but I didn’t figure any fey on this world would ever have seen it before, and it was a natural flow from where my collapse had left me. 
 
    I yelled as I kicked.  “Xan!” 
 
    The spy was good, shifting away from my kick so it only grazed him.  He dropped to his knees, the knife poised for a strike once my legs were clear and my heart exposed.  I spun on my shoulders, realigning for another kick as his attention shot to the hut curtain whipping in.  Xan was never slow on the attack.  I’d counted on that. 
 
    But the spy was an indistinct shadow in his magic, a difficult target.  I’d locked onto his unique smell.  That guided my next kick.  I launched it while flowing the last of the shee lifeforce I’d stolen into my feet.  I hit him and sank the disruptive energy into his body.  It caused a flare-out of his stealth spell.  The shadow crumbled away.  He went fully visible, grunted as he slammed away from me. 
 
    This visit is good training. 
 
    I got my legs under me and rose into crouch, my stare seeking out Xan and the spy.  She had him on his back, one of her feet on his knife hand, pinning it down, her rapier drawn, the sword point at his throat.  Her eyes shot out golden beams of light.  A crackle of lightning danced along her blade.  The lightning, more than anything else, gripped the spy’s attention. 
 
    “You’re Storm Court!” he gasped. 
 
    Before Xan could correct his misconception, I interrupted with fresh lies.  “Of course, she is.  Xan is the secret love child of your king.  He’s damn lucky she has no interest in kicking him off her throne.  But if he’s coming after her with assassins, we might as well let every fey Court know the king’s secret shame.” 
 
    “Wait!” the spy screeched. 
 
    Xan didn’t give me a what-the-hell stare over her shoulder, going with the story I’d just pulled out of my ass.  She grinned like the demon child she was.  “Just tell me why I should let you live.” 
 
    “This is all a misunderstanding.  We didn’t come knowing who was stirring up trouble in the borderlands.” 
 
    “Hmmm.”  Xan pulled her blade tip back a few inches.  “That might be true,” 
 
    “Is it true that Selene the Mad sent you here?”  The spy was good, still trying to gather facts. 
 
    “Quite true,” I said.  “Did you see Colt, the one who opened the red-copper portal a while back?” 
 
    The spy turned his head toward me.  “I saw him.” 
 
    “That’s her son.  Her only beloved son.  If anything happens to him, she will come tearing in here for bloody vengeance.  Your kingdom will fall.  Your royal family will be roasted and eaten.  The very land will be ripped apart in the riptides of her rage.” 
 
    Xan grinned.  “Won’t that be fun!” 
 
    “Who else is coming here,” I asked the spy. 
 
    I think he considered dying and taking his secrets with him, but realized he needed to live to get word back to his people before they started an apocalypse.  After a long pause, he answered.  “The Princess is coming with four battle mages.  They will be jumping to a point just outside Wolves’ Lair where I am to meet them.” 
 
    “Xan,” I said.  “Let him go.” 
 
    “Can’t I at least eat his liver first?” she asked.  “He dared threaten you.” 
 
    “It wasn’t personal.  Besides, if we don’t let him go, we’ll have to go out and hunt down these battle mages and preemptively kick their asses.  I’m hoping for a quiet night in.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re sure, big brother…” 
 
    At the reference to being Xan’s brother, the spy’s eyes narrowed.  She’d given something away she shouldn’t have.  I sighed.   
 
    Xan needs to work on being less straight forward.  Her biggest strength is also her biggest weakness. 
 
    Xan backed away to join me at the curtain.  She sheathed her sword with a metallic scraping sound.  “When you give your report and they ask how a skilled spy such as yourself could have been defeated so easily,” she grinned, “tell them it was the Mighty Xan.” 
 
    We watched the spy slowly regained his feet.  He looked happy to be getting away with fresh intel as well as his liver.  His stare hit Xan then slid to me.  He said “Your little brother is an amazing swordsman.  I can well believe our king’s blood flows through him.  Does that blood also flow through you?” 
 
    Still fishing for information.  Guy’s got a one-track mind.  I suppose it makes him good at his job. 
 
    “I never knew my parents.  I was adopted.  Far as I know, there’s no lightning in my blood.” 
 
    Not that I’d tell you if there was. 
 
    The spy nodded.  A smudge of shadow returned to cover him.  It deepened, a shadow gate of magic, swallowing him.  The shadow left, taking the spy with it. 
 
    I smiled at Xan.  “Now we just have to wait and see the fruit of the misinformation we’ve planted.” 
 
    “I should have eaten his liver,” Xan grumbled.  “He called me your brother, not your sister.  He thinks I’m a guy.” 
 
    “Again, you might want to reconsider how you dress.  You give a confusing first impression.” 
 
    “I do?” 
 
    “Maybe some pink bows on those spikes of hair.  Some cherry-flavored lip gloss…” 
 
    “I’m definitely getting the push-up bra.  Tits are all guys ever look at.” 
 
    I smiled.  “I’m sure you know best.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    “Controlling the battlefield is a must 
 
    When it’s not one you’ve chosen.” 
 
      
 
                                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    After the spy left, I shooed Xan out of the bathhouse.  It had a polished wooden tub surrounded by a higher curtain, and a pull-string to open and close a sluice from the overhead tank.  A drain in the tub with a stopper allowed for either a bath or shower.  I assumed, if hot water were wanted, one used magic to heat it in the tank.   
 
    There was a pair of hand-carved chairs with upholstered backs and holes in the seats.  Shelves built under the seats supported ceramic bowls with lids.  Toilet technology here was at a Victorian level.  There were sheets of handmade paper, rough, brown, but sufficient for wiping one’s ass.  This was at least better than the corncobs used by early American colonials back in the day. 
 
    Funny, all the research books the Old Man has on Fairy in his library and not one mentioned whether or not the fey had toilet paper or used magical fairies to wipe their asses. 
 
    I removed the lid to the pot inside one of the “little thrones” and took care of business.  I wiped up and restoring the lid to the pot to keep down the smell.  There was no sink to wash my hands.  I used the pull-rope over the tub and washed best as I could. 
 
    I went out the curtain to rejoin Xan.  She’d used charcoal from the bin to get a small fire burning in the chiminea.  Its gaping maw threw out a cheery orange light.  I rummaged in the bag Mira had left.  There were blankets, a wine sack with a cork stopper, and the promised elk jerky.  I took a few pieces of that—not with the wiping hand I’d used in the bathhouse.  Sure, I’d washed that hand, but with cold water and no soap.   
 
    I went over to Xan who had her feet dangling off the deck while she leaned backwards, staring out.  The storm gathered force over the forest.  The flashes of lightning, the rolling booms of thunder, and driving rain were more than an implied threat.   
 
    In response, Xan had a pale blue shimmer of power dancing off her skin.  I didn’t know exactly what she was doing, but the rain fall stayed cleared of the Wolves’ Lair and the King Tree.  It was like Xan had opened a giant, invisible umbrella that kept us dry.   
 
    I smiled to myself, visualizing the irritation the Storm Court battle mages were probably feeling as Xan fucked over their fey magic.  The technical approach to magic mattered.  Where the Storm Court would try to work with nature, coaxing out the effect they wanted, Xan used ancient Atlantean demon magic, which simply made nature her bitch with no apology.  It might become a four-on-one battle, but my money was on Xan. 
 
    She greeted me with a quiet smile as I sat down beside her. 
 
    Red-copper light washed across the deck as Colt’s portal opened.  I looked back.  He, Zahra, and Julia returned, sneakered feet slapping the deck as they walked over.   
 
    I saw a small bottle dangling on Julia’s beltloop.  I pointed.  “That’s new.  What is it?” 
 
    “Hand sanitizer.  Things are primitive here.” 
 
    “For cleaning hands?  Can I borrow some?”  She unclipped the bottle and handed it over.  I squirted some, rubbed my hands, and returned the bottle.  “Thanks.” 
 
    She smiled.  “No problem.”    
 
    Colt put down boxed pizzas near us.  He’d barely gotten his hands back when Xan grabbed the top box for herself.  I didn’t mind her grabbiness.  This was my beloved, little sister who’d come to my call—sword swishing—when I needed her.  The idea of family was definitely growing on me.  If she needed to power-up on pizza, fine.   
 
    I tried the smoked elk.  It was like beef jerky, sweet, not at all gamey as I’d anticipated.   
 
    Zahra put down a couple six-packs of soda. 
 
    Julia sat next to me, opposite Xan.  Looking Julia over, I noted that her holstered revolvers were still in place, but she’d added a couple of machine pistols hanging by straps, and had a sack that clunked on the deck as she let it go. 
 
    “What’s in there?” I asked. 
 
    “My cheese puffs, and a toy for you to play with.  I couldn’t get my hands on any flash-bangs.” 
 
    I pulled over the bag and looked inside, half listening as Xan reported to Colt about the spy in the bathhouse.  I tossed Julia her puffs and pulled out a little plastic gun, black and orange.  I thought it was a water pistol at first.  Then I found the boxes of 15mm cartridges.  I read the packages, “Bird Bangers and Bird Screamers.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Julia said.  The bangers shoot fifty feet out, leaving a trail of sparks, and then explode.  It’s designed to scare off wildlife, mostly birds.  The screamers make a loud whistle.  They shoot off like little, zig-zagging comets.  Many is the junkyard rat that has run pissing in fear of those little suckers.” 
 
    I pulled out a white box.   
 
    “That’s primer,” she said.  “You load a pellet in the holes where the hammers strike.  See, there are over-and-under muzzles where the cartridges go.  You can set up for one or two shots at a time.” 
 
    Julia was so happy with her little gifts, I could only smile and accept them gracefully, though I’d rather have gotten a flame thrower.  Still, the idea of shooting screaming comets into fey faces did have a certain charm that grew on me.  I loaded the muzzles with two screamers and put in the primer pebbles.   
 
    All I need now are Storm Court fey to pick on. 
 
    Colt and Xan were still talking about the spy.  Colt asked, “Where was Colin during all this?” 
 
    Colin’s voice rang out as he climbed onto the deck from the ladder.  “Happily missing in action.  I found a female guard who has a sister.  They double-teamed me.  This is shaping up to be the best night of my life.”  Limping, he came over and helped himself to pizza and a can of grapefruit soda.  It seemed to be the Legion’s drink of choice.  “What did I miss?” 
 
    I told him, adding the part about the spy and me before I managed to yell for Xan. 
 
    “Wait,” Julia said.  “Why did you pass Xan off as a royal love-child of the Storm Court?” 
 
    “Her demon magic is similar enough to Storm Court magic that I thought it a plausible lie.” 
 
    “But why lie at all?” Zahra said. 
 
    I looked at her like she was crazy.   
 
    I should give people the truth for free? 
 
    Xan said, “The point is confusion.  Throwing an opponent off-balance is always sound strategy.  I hear that kind of stuff from Dad all the time.  It’s why I played along.” 
 
    “Besides, words are weapons, and cheap,” I said.  “If the strategy doesn’t work, I haven’t lost a thing.” 
 
    “That spy doesn’t sound like a native of the Storm Court,” Colt said. 
 
    “He smelled of rotting wood,” I said. 
 
    Colin sighed.  “That’s all we need.  Autumn Court.  They use the magic of decay.” 
 
    “He used shadow magic, not decay,” Julia said.  “He might just be a Autumn Court commoner, selling himself out.  I don’t like it that he can portal in so close to us.” 
 
    “Too bad we don’t have any bear traps we can put in there,” I said. 
 
    “Hey,” Colin said.  “I’ll slick the floor with ice and grow some ice spikes for people to step and fall on.”   
 
    “Before you do,” I said, “I want all of you to listen to a little plan I have.”  I described it quickly. 
 
    Xan laughed.  “Oh, my, let’s try it.” 
 
    The others grinned.  Colt said, “Stroke of genius,” 
 
    I looked at Colin.  “Most of this will be on you.  Can you do it?” 
 
    Colin considered.  “I don’t see why not.  Yeah, leave it to me.”  He strolled off to the bathhouse, still limping. I’d smelled blood on him.  I hesitated to think of the scratches and love-bites left by fey wolf women. 
 
    Well, at least they weren’t werewolves; he won’t be turning into a wolf the next full moon. 
 
    Mira returned with Rulf and a dozen of her people.  We went to the stand-alone fireplace and settled in its warmth.  I carried the pizza boxes and drinks over.  The wolf warriors edged the deck, keeping an eye out for anyone magically approaching on the storm winds.  Colin rejoined us and the Legion of Five sat opposite Mira.  I sat facing the fire, my friends on my right, Mira on my left. 
 
    “Mira, we had a little trouble up here while you were gone.”  I filled her in on the spy who’d portalled in and out of the bathhouse. 
 
    Her gaze went to the woven hut with the tank over it.  “Good to know.  We’ll keep an eye on it from now on.” 
 
    Xan sat cross-legged, her pizza box in her lap.  I decided to follow her example of going into a battle well-fed.  I lifted a box’s lid to reveal pepperoni, sausage, and mushroom slices.  I helped myself and gestured toward the food, catching Mira’s stare.  “Go on, have some.” 
 
    She took a slice, smelled it carefully, then bit off a chuck.  Her face lit up with happiness that rivaled Xan’s expression.  Mira chewed and swallowed her first bite.  “I have never tasted anything quite like this!”  She leaned over and kissed my cheek. 
 
    “Hey!” Julia said. 
 
    “Don’t even!” Xan added. 
 
    I ignored the girls, smiling at Mira.  “It’s called pizza.”  I returned to eating. 
 
    “Peet-suh is good.”  Mira closed her eyes in delight. 
 
    A voice called from the ground under the deck.  “Strangers approaching under a flag of truce!” 
 
    Mira set her slice down, wiped her lips with a wrist, and stood.  “Our uninvited guests are finally here.  I suppose now we will find out what unreasonable things they want that we are not going to give them.” 
 
    I smiled.  “It’s good to be flexible.  So, are we bringing these guys up here or going down to meet them?”                 
 
    Xan picked up another slice.  “Let’s bring them up here and eat all the pizza in front of them.  That will teach them.” 
 
    “If they are pampered Court creatures,” I said, “roughing it by sitting on the deck with us will throw them off.” 
 
   
  
 

 “Fine with me,” Mira said.  “It’s not like we invited them.  And they’re not getting in the hill.”   
 
    Colt said, “We’ll treat these guys like the lowlife party crashers they are.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said.  “Just make sure you have plenty of those coppery lightning bolts handy for when they take offense.” 
 
    Mira went to the rope ladder and yelled down to the ground.  “Send them up.”  She returned to her pizza and finished it off quickly.  I got a soda and handed her one, showing her how to pop the can.  Her eyes went wide with surprise.  Distracted by the novelty, she almost took the can.  Her hand jerked back.  “What type of metal is that?”  
 
    “Aluminum.  It ought to be safe for fey to handle.” 
 
    She tapped a finger against the can as if checking for heat.  She relaxed.  Her fingers curled around the can.  “It’s fine,” she said.   
 
    “Great.”  I let go of the can and settled back on the deck.  “That’s great elk jerky, by the way.” 
 
    “They’re playing games of their own,” Zahra said. 
 
    “Who.  What?” Colt asked. 
 
    Zahra elaborated.  “They feel too vulnerable using the ladder, so they’re about to fly up and come in over the edge of the deck.” 
 
    Mira called to the guards posted there.  “You heard the seer.  Make a point to look bored when they arrive.” 
 
    The guards didn’t answer except to flash a few feral grins. 
 
    Wolves love games, too.  Oh, I should have thought to bring out the potty chairs for our visitors to lounge upon!   
 
    Rumbling thunder in the sky chased after the lightning and wind.  Rain pelted on the forest, but Xan still held it away from us. A muted wet sound.  Against that backdrop, a roar of wind detonated that we felt as a vibration in the deck.  A moment later, cloaked figures shot up into view, hovering in space. 
 
    Xan muttered, “I should just…” 
 
    “No,” I said.  “Let them land.  Otherwise we’ll have to take the battle to them.  Besides, there’s still a chance we don’t have to go to the trouble of killing them.” 
 
    Xan sighed.  “You call it trouble.  I call it fun.” 
 
    Julia smiled at me. 
 
    “What?” I asked.   
 
    “Taking charge is coming naturally to you, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Now that you mention it…” 
 
    Somewhere, I had simply started to act like I was in charge, and the others had accepted it.   
 
    There’s a lesson here to be learned. 
 
    Accompanied by glowing balls of green light, their purple cloaks fluttering, five figures landed on the deck, crouching, faces shadowed by droopy hoods.  After dropping the five off, their windstorm collapsed, losing substance and voice. The five straightened and—ignoring the amber stares of the wolf guards—approached those of us sitting in the orange light of the overly large chiminea.    
 
    Four fey visitors surrounded a fifth, telling us who was royalty.  The outer four threw back their hoods.  Two of them were elderly with short gray hair and trimmed beards.  They didn’t bother to hide their age with fey glamour.  The look in their eyes told me they’d seen centuries pass and weren’t much impressed by anything; a look I’d seen many times on Lauphram’s face.  The other two mages looked rugged, tough, but retained the unnatural beauty of the fey, still burdened by vanity.  Their hair was dark blond with light gold highlights.  Their eyes were the bruised blue of the storm. 
 
    They came and stood over us, looking down, eyes searching out our secrets.  I wondered where the shadow spy was.  Probably close by, held in reserve should a fast escape be necessary.   
 
    Mira watched them with baleful eyes.   
 
    The rest of us ate pizza.  Xan nibbled on the last piece in her box, finally slowing down.   
 
    Well, overriding the Storm Magic with her demon power is a constant drain on her energy.  She doubtless needs the calories.   
 
    I noticed one of the younger guards giving her basket-hilt rapier a close look.  What they made of Julia’s machine pistols, I had no idea. 
 
    The figure in the middle of the mages was smaller, lighter in build.  Her cloak was silk, its purple edged with gold.  A slim hand pushed back the hood.  The revealed face was angular and pale with berry red lips and a hint of blush on the cheeks.  Her nose was tiny, and—added to oversized, violet eyes—she had a look of child-like innocence that was too good to be true.  Her platinum hair was backswept and held in place by a tiara of crystal raindrops.   
 
    A sly smile ghosted across her face, there then gone.   
 
    Xan didn’t bother to look, setting her empty box aside, eyeing another box but not reaching for it.  Colin stared at the princess, mouth open, his pizza slice forgotten in his hand.  I sighed inwardly, knowing he’d already been defeated by his lust.   
 
    Xan reached over and took the neglected slice of pizza from Colin’s hand.   
 
    He looked at his empty hand, then to Xan.  “Hey, I was going to eat that.” 
 
    “You snooze, you lose.”  She slid half of it into her mouth, chomping with triangular shark’s teeth.  I’d noticed that hunger morphed her mouth into more of a weapon.  A demon thing? 
 
    Colin made no attempt to snatch the slice back; he was fond of all his fingers. 
 
    Zahra had eyes for Colt, and the future, nothing else concerned her at the moment.   
 
    Mira continued to sit, silent as death about to pounce.   
 
    Julia stood slowly, the machine pistols at her sides ready to swing up and shred flesh.  Her motion brought the visitor’s attention to her—as intended.  Julia was letting them know she was the one to talk to.   
 
    The Storm Court princess let her gaze flick to Xan, recognizing her from the spy’s report.  That stare went back to Julia, as if to say: I know who’s really in charge here. 
 
    I smiled at her misconception.  
 
    Poor foolish fey, to think anyone is really in charge of the Legion of Five.  It’s a runaway train. Loose cannons, one and all.  An asteroid about to kill the dinosaurs.  This is all going to be highly educational for you. 
 
    The princess shed her cloak.  Silver chain male covered limbs that poked out of a violet tabard with gold trim.  The cloth vest was slit up the sides to the armpits and cinched around the waist by braids of black leather with silver buckles.  There was no heraldry image on the front.  That would have detracted from her silver medallion necklace: A cloud encircled by the coils of a snake.   
 
    As the medallion caught my gaze, I heard a mysterious voice in my head whispering: I want it! 
 
    The fey princess spoke with regal authority. “I am Larella Stormfist, daughter to the Storm King.” 
 
    Julia lifted a single eyebrow.  “Is that supposed to be important?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY 
 
      
 
    “Negotiation works best 
 
    with a club in hand.” 
 
      
 
                                                          —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
     I smiled at the fey princess.  “Larella?  Nice to meet you.  Just passing through these parts, are you?” 
 
    She stiffened at the casual use of her name and the fact that none of us had bothered to introduce ourselves, or even stand in her presence.    
 
    Mira spoke up.  “I am Mira, Wolf Clan leader.  I rule this forest that you are currently raining upon.” 
 
    My smile widened.  It was both an introduction and a rebuke.  I doubted a princess was used to doing without fawning and flattery from those around her. 
 
    Larella closed her eyes and drew a deep breath.  She slapped on a rather forced smile.  “Strong magic in these woods drew our interest.  The forest currently borders our lands—until the whim of Fairy moves the kingdoms elsewhere.  This is simply our diligence of duty.” 
 
    “Diligent snooping,” Colin said.  “Not that I blame you.  We’re a pretty interesting bunch of heroes.” 
 
    Heroes?” Larella said. 
 
    I shrugged.  “Someone had to destroy the sluagh, and the leannán shee.  Real estate values should rise quite a bit now.” 
 
    Mira nodded.  “Not that we wouldn’t have taken care of the problems ourselves.  You just got there first.” 
 
    Zahra said, “Rules are meant to be shattered and trampled upon.  When you get down to it, what’s a border but an imaginary line.” 
 
    Colt eyed Larella.  “That’s what you think, right?  You intruded without hesitation or sending notice.  Your spy even threated to kill one of us.  Quite rude, really.” 
 
    “You would lecture me on rudeness?”  If Larella were wearing a glamour, it didn’t keep emotions from showing on her reddening face.  Stormy was the only word for her expression as a dance of electrical current lifted hair, making it crackle. 
 
    Her mages didn’t look at her but tensed, as if they knew an explosion was coming. 
 
    “Xan,” I said.  “I’m getting tired of that storm out there.  Can you get rid of it?” 
 
    Standing slowly, Xan didn’t answer.  Her eyes were golden stars set in her head.  She lifted a hand dramatically and made a back-handed slap at the air.  The rain around the hill pulled back.  The churning dark clouds scuttled away with all the lightning and thunder.  The speed of the retreat was a slap to the face of the mages.  I assumed Xan had been using time up until now to set up the conditions for this moment. 
 
    Shock replaced the anger on Larella’s face.  The battle mages stared up through the branches as if they really could see the sky overhead.  They turned to peer off the deck, staring into the distance.  An elderly fey spoke to the princess.  “The royal magic does not answer.  It has been swallowed up by a similar power—one much stronger than ours.” 
 
    “There’s a reason little sister is called Xan the Mighty,” I said.  “It’s accurate.” 
 
    “And she’s not even the strongest one here,” Zahra said. 
 
    “Who says?” Xan muttered. 
 
    Colt stood up and faced the visitors from the Storm Court.  A red-copper webbing of electrical filaments writhed over his hands and arms.  Red-copper spheres of light turned his hands into buried crimson shadows.  Like Xan, his eyes lit up with power, crowding humanity off his face, suggesting much more under the mask. 
 
    “Now, we’ll introduce ourselves,” I said.  “Colin?” 
 
    One thing I’d learned; over-the-top posturing was what he lived for.  In another life, he could have been a vampire.  He stood with fey grace.  “I am the heir of the Winter Court.”  
 
    Fey gazes shot to him as a pale blue-silver shimmer of frost and mist swirled over him.   
 
    He continued.  “That’s Xan the Mighty, as you’ve just heard, Mistress of Storms and demon princess, my aunt…” 
 
    Xan grinned with shark-like teeth at the introduction. 
 
    Colin said, “The dark-haired vixen with weapons of iron is a warrior-maiden of the Red Dragon Clan.” 
 
    Julia nodded at his words, plastering on a predatory smile.  She huffed a few times and blew smoke rings into the air.  Cool trick.  It suggested fire without actually producing such a threat. 
 
    Colin pointed.  “That’s Zahra, the avatar of Bastet, Earth goddess of magic, moons, and cats.  The guy next to her is Colt, beloved son of Selene the Mad.  He is the Prince of the Red Moon—and much more.”   
 
    I notice Colin didn’t want to specify what that more was.  There were still secrets my “family” were keeping from me.   
 
    “We are the Legion of Five!” Colin said. 
 
    Hmmm.  Apparently, I’m not getting an introduction. 
 
    Shooting each other troubled glances, our visitors visibly struggled to take in the fact that they were dealing with royalty, divinity, and a hell of a lot of power.  I didn’t think there was much chance of actual combat breaking out just yet.  We were the lion daring the squirrel to start something. 
 
    Larella picked up her cloak and swirled it around her, buying time for thought as she secured its clasp.  Her eyes were dark once more, her magic backed down.  Her stare came to me.  “And who would you be?” 
 
    Mira saved me the effort of replying.  She hooked a thumb toward me.  “He is their heart, Lord Caine Deathwalker, consort to Selene the Destroyer of the Wild Hunt.  He is the warrior that walks with Death, and the future High King of Fairy by divine decree.  And more importantly, he is wolf-friend.” 
 
    I knew why she threw that last bit in there; it added to the prestige of her people if others thought an alliance had been formed with us. 
 
    One of the younger battle mages muttered.  “Anyone can claim to know a goddess—or even to sleep with one.” 
 
    I shot Zahra a knowing look and gave her a small nod.  It was time for The Plan. 
 
    “Oh, damn!” Zahra muttered.  “Now you’ve done it.  Crazy is on the way.” 
 
    I shot a hard glance to Mira.  “Get your people and all the guards underground.  I’ll let you know when it’s safe to come out.” 
 
    Mira lifted her eyebrows, “Why?” 
 
    Coming out of nowhere, a cascade of crimson star-points glittered in a spiral fall through a bloody nebula.  “Selene doesn’t like it when her name is taken in vain.  Makes her cranky.” 
 
    Mira called to her guards on the platform.  “Attend me!  We are leaving.”  She flung herself across the deck, and dived down the rope ladder. 
 
    Zahra scooted behind Colt, hiding behind him.   
 
    Xan extended a hand into the air and pulled her massive blue crystal Storm Sword out of nowhere.   
 
    Colin startled the Storm Princess by yelling.  “Selene is coming.  If I were you, I’d grab a fast portal out of here!” 
 
    Larella’s mages closed in on her.  Glowing purple and blue writing appeared, as if on an unseen wall curving around the group, a protective barrier of magic.  The Elven characters flickered and changed as interlocked spells cycled in consecutive invocations. 
 
    “You’re bluffing,” Larella said.  “We will not be scared off like little children.” 
 
    Xan laughed.  “Do you really have time to waste with us here?  Your storm is halfway back to Stormfist Keep.  If you don’t catch it, your king will be wondering why his own daughter is attacking him.  Good luck getting him to believe you’re not attempting to steal his throne.” 
 
    Larella stared with outrage.  “I would never!” 
 
    Holding the bird banger at my hip, I shot both barrels.  Zig-zagging comets stabbed at the mystic writing, chased by twin banshee screams. 
 
    One of the mages gestured to the green lights they’d brought with them.  They flared in a pulsing pattern, a signal.  
 
    A disc of moving shadow appeared that engulfed the mages and their princess. The disc closed and dwindled to nothing—taking my screamer shots along.  In a distant throne room, I imagined them exploding.   
 
    I smiled. 
 
    People who always have a safe retreat planed out are likely to run in the face of the unexpected.  They’re not used to fighting through everything. 
 
    The crimson cloud turned silvery-blue and dissipated.  The star-points went from red, to purple, to blue, and stopped raining to the deck.  Selene never appeared.   
 
    I looked at Colin.  “Nice work.  The glamour fooled them.” 
 
    Zahra came out from behind Colt.  “We were dealing with idiots.” 
 
    Colin grinned.  “Mages are used to color-coded magic revealing its nature.  They must not realize how easily color can be manipulated.” 
 
    Julia laughed.  “Those screamers added just enough confusion to feed the final wave of panic.” 
 
    Xan came over and hugged me.  “You have a talent for improvisation.” 
 
    I held her a moment then relaxed so she could pull away—except she didn’t.  Her closeness gave me an odd flutter of warmth in my guts.  I felt an unaccustomed emotion that I couldn’t name.   
 
    “It was a group effort,” I said. 
 
    Xan released the hug but held onto an arm.  “I would love to be at their castle, listening to them explain all this to the Storm King.” 
 
    “Speaking of explaining,” Colt said, “we should let Mira know the storm has blown over and it was just a prank.” 
 
    “She’ll be mad,” Julia said. 
 
    “Maybe we should have let her in on things from the beginning,” Zahra said. 
 
    Julia shook her head.  “No, we needed Mira in emergency mode to convince Larella.  When wolves run, smart people follow their example.” 
 
    “Sometimes,” I said, “you have to fool your friends to fool your enemies.” 
 
    Jumping off the ladder, onto the deck, Mira approached with several of her guards behind her.  We turned as a group to face them.  Mira didn’t look mad. 
 
    “I was not deceived,” she said.  “Wolves can smell truth on the wind.  None of you were the slightest bit afraid.  Your hearts remained calm.  I played along, seeing this was expected of me.”  She looked down at the bird banger in my hand.  “That is an interesting toy.” 
 
    I looked at Julia and lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    Julia nodded. 
 
    I held out the plastic gun.  “A gift between friends.  I’ll show you how to use it later.” 
 
    Mira took the gun in hand and examined it carefully.  Her gaze went to the machine pistols Julia wore.  “Those are the same?” 
 
    “No,” I said.  “Julia’s guns are far more dangerous.” 
 
    Mira nodded.  “I think our ancestors were wise to withdraw from the human world when it turned to iron.” 
 
    Of course, the train tracks crossing the countryside in so many parts of the human world helped shut things down by interfering with the magical ley lines between ancient places of natural power. This made the fey withdraw inevitable.  To this day, most humans still didn’t know Stonehenge, the Nazca Lines in Peru, and places like the Montana Monoliths were transportation terminals of the lost Fairy Highway.   
 
    Terrestrial magic-users had picked up the slack, creating a modern commercial portal system with the help of extra-dimensional intelligences.  Most of the major cities in the world had Hub stations where the knowledgeable could find a gate to anywhere—even the underground of Talon City where Red had his tattoo shop.   
 
    Not just anyone could make a portal.  The power needed, the magical skill, kept it a rare ability even though our group had two people who could do it.  It gave us a hell of an edge in bumming around the multiverse. 
 
    “Are you still staying the night?” Mira asked. 
 
    I looked at Julia.  “Your call.” 
 
    She shrugged.   “Might as well, if we can get a few guards up here in case that shadow portal comes back and we’re all asleep.” 
 
    “I will see to it,” Mira said.  “If there is anything else you need…” 
 
    Colt smiled.  “We’ll be sure to ask.  And I’ll tell my Mom how helpful all of you were, though she probably already knows.” 
 
    Mira left her guards behind, returning to her people for the night.  Colin cleaned up the ice-dagger trap in the bathhouse so the girls could use it.  Xan declined to accompany Zahra and Julia.  “I’ll go later.  I can always zap up a lightning-heated cloud burst if you guys use up the water.” 
 
    I found some furs for bedding and used them to pad the deck in front of the charcoal fire.  Colt and Colin went off to the edge of the deck, looking out across Wolves’ Lair.  They talked quietly. 
 
    I tuned out the words, not really interested in anything else tonight.  I lay down and closed my eyes, trying to ignore the intent stare Xan fixed on me. 
 
    “You’re not going to sleep already, are you?” she asked. 
 
    I answered without opening my eyes.  “I’m trying to.” 
 
    “But I thought later, when it was just me in the bath house, you might want to peek without me knowing.” 
 
    “If you’re planning it, it won’t be without your knowing.”  I studied the inside of my eyelids. 
 
    She thought a bit.  “If big brother wants to sneak a peek, I don’t think I’d mind.” 
 
    “You already ordered me to fall madly in love with you.  How can I help it?  I probably need little encouragement.”  With that lie of reassurance, I thought she’d go away for at least a little while.  I was actually very tired. 
 
    “An order must be possible.  It didn’t work.  You must not have anything resembling love in your nature.”  She sounded depressed. 
 
    “The Old Man says I suffer from never having a bond with my mother.   He says love will come—once I learn what the hell it is.  The probability is low that I understand what you’re asking for, so your order can’t set itself.  Sorry.” 
 
    “So, you don’t love me and you’re not going to lust over someone you’re not attracted to.  It’s the small tits.” 
 
    “Maybe I’ve just developed a natural resistance to the magic of the headband,” I said.  “Try not to take it personally.” 
 
    Several minutes passed.  I heard quiet crying and opened my eyes.  Xan was still sitting there, looking at me, tears on her face. 
 
    “Did I hurt your feelings?” I asked. 
 
    Why do I care? 
 
    “No,” she said.  “I hurt for you.  I can’t imagine never having been loved.” 
 
    “Doesn’t the future me love you, just a little?” I asked. 
 
    “He says he does, but he’s too good a liar for me to know for sure.” 
 
    “Oh.  Wake me up when you go to take your bath.” 
 
    “You’re going to molest me with your eyes?” 
 
    “Sure.  You better act surprised.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    “Letting go of good places 
 
    is part of growing up too fast.” 
 
      
 
                                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Next morning, my negligent kidnapers slept in.  The fire had died.  Cold, so I threw a blanket over me and headed down the rope ladder.  The ladder swung freely as I descended.  On the ground, I found the small kids from Wolves’ Lair out chasing each other with mock-growls and laughter.  Two of them had branches, engaged in swordplay. A few more were in wolf-cub form.   
 
    Some of the older teens in animal skins carried large jars strapped to their backs, hauling water in from a nearby spring. The community guards were posted but the atmosphere was light.  No one seemed too concerned about the Storm Court sending out more busybodies.   
 
    There was a feel here of the home I’d never really known.  I’d grown comfortable with Lauphram, but the clan itself was still a bad fit.  A part of me wanted to stay here forever.  The rest feared that desire.  It was a new kind of fear and I hated it. 
 
    The rippling blackberry vines let the pack members come and go from the hill caves, but blocked my way.  I taught them a lesson by picking a handful of berries for breakfast.  They endured this stoically. 
 
    Mira approached with a smile.  She had the bag with the Bird Banger, cartridges, and primer nuggets.  “Good morning, young Deathwalker.” 
 
    “Good morning, Mira.” 
 
    “Come join me for a walk.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    We took the main trail into the forest.  It seemed to me that it went new directions this morning, as if the trail itself were taking a stroll, looking for a change of scenery.  Well, that was consistent with Fairy, a place where the land has a soul and mind of its own.  
 
    Silent, Mira moved at my side, relaxed, eyes picking up the motion of hopping birds and squirrels flicking their bushy tails.  She stopped me with a hand when a grunting creature appeared ahead of us on a trail crossing ours.  Easily two-hundred pounds, it had mean little eyes, tusks, rudimentary horns, and a creamy blue pelt with black leopard spots.   
 
    The fey version of a wild pig. 
 
    It stared but didn’t seem inclined to pick a fight. 
 
    That didn’t stop Mira from pointing the Bird Banger.  I’d set it up for firing two of the screamer cartridges. 
 
    “Maybe you want to pick on a rabbit instead,” I said.  “I hear boars can be vicious.” 
 
    Mira slanted me a look and a grin.  “But I have you to protect me, Young Deathwalker.” 
 
    “Still…” 
 
    She fired twice, turned, and ran. 
 
    I watched the comets from her handgun wiggle down the path and explode near the boar.  It squealed in fury and charged us.  I went plunging after Mira.  She was way ahead, hauling ass.   
 
    Damn. 
 
    I remembered something the Old Man had once said: You don’t have to be faster than the lion to escape with your life; just faster than at least one of the other hunters.   
 
    Apparently, Mira knew that, too.  Being a shifter, she was very fast, even in human form.  I closed the gap, slowly.  At least we weren’t far from the village. Mira was only a few feet ahead as we neared the King Tree.   
 
    She yipped a high-pitched battle cry, and then we were in the open, guards converging on us.  “Breakfast!” Mira announced. 
 
    The guards held position with spears pointed at the trail.  More of Mira’s people came to help—on four feet and two.  Black and gray wolves filled in left and right of spearmen. 
 
    Blinded by rage, the blue boar burst out of the forest and impaled itself on the spears.  The wolves sprang in.  Ripping claws and jaws brought down the animal.  It died with a choked-off squeal and the butchery began. 
 
    Mira slapped me on the back.  “Good job, Deathwalker.  A fine morning like this needs bacon.” 
 
    Still breathing hard, I huffed an answer.  “Can’t argue with that.  So, do you play this game often…with visitors?” 
 
    “Not often,” she said.  “For some reason, the few visitors we’ve had tend not to come back.” 
 
    The fools. 
 
    The morning brightened as chunks of pig got impaled and hung over a communal fire.  The ladder along the tree trunk rippled as Xan descended, followed by the rest of the Legion of Five.  She ran up to me.  “What did I miss?” 
 
    “Wild pig hunt,” I said.  “I hope you like bacon with your bacon.” 
 
    Xan looked puzzled.  “Doesn’t everybody?” 
 
    Rulf walked up to Mira and handed her something in a small grey-and-black fur.  She gave him her bag with the Bird Banger, and turned to me, closing the distance between us with a few steps.  She held out the fur wrapping.  “A gift for a gift, Smiter of the Sluagh, Bane of the Shee, and Beloved of the Red Moon.” 
 
    “Thanks.”  I took the fur and opened its folds as the Legion gathered around, peering on with interest.   
 
    “No one gave me anything,” Colin muttered. 
 
    Mira grinned at him.  “That’s not what I hear from two of my guards.  The girls invite you to visit again—anytime.” 
 
    I handed the fur back to Mira and looked at what it had held: a heavy leather pouch and a strip of leather like a narrow tie except for a shallow cup in the middle.  I opened the mouth of the pouch and found smooth river rocks inside, pink-and-gray, speckled granite. 
 
    “Rocks,” I said.  “What?  Out of diamonds and rubies?” 
 
    “Weapons you can easily replace,” Mira said.  “You don’t get diamonds and rubies until the third visit.  Next time it will be quartz.” 
 
    “Ah!”  I looked back and forth between the bag and the leather strip and my brilliant mind made the connection.  “A sling.” 
 
    “Perfect for small game and annoying people,” Mira said.  “I have a feeling your future will be filled with those who need to be pissed upon with great scorn.” 
 
    I met her grin with my own.  “I wouldn’t at all be surprised.  Thanks.”  I’d had a more modern slingshot once, but after too many broken windows, it had been taken away.  That one had needed two hinds to fire.  This one could be fired one-handed and cinched up, the traditional design allowed for it to double as a slapjack, bashing in the back of someone’s head.  I thought of Kaden. 
 
    Oh, wouldn’t that be fun. 
 
    Colin plucked up one of the stones and turned it in his hand.  “These are more than rocks.” 
 
    “They are?” Julia asked. 
 
    Colt took the stone from Colin and gave it a close look.  “Each rock is a piece of Fairy, with a spark of life and magic inside.  You should be able to imprint each one with a charge of elemental magic of some kind so they’ll hit like mini-grenades.”  The stone glowed red-copper a moment then reverted to its original appearance.  “I can charge some of these.  Colin and Xan can do others.”  
 
    Julia took the bag of rocks and extracted several.  In her cupped palm, they were momentarily lost in red dragon flame.  The flames sank inside the granite.  They lay in her hand, looking innocent. 
 
    Xan took the bag and shared stones with Colin, handing the rest to Colt.  “We’ll fix these up.  Then Caine, you’ll have to choose the type you need by touch, when they’re mixed in the bag.” 
 
    “He has a gift for manipulating raw magic.  He just needs to refine it for combat,” Zahra said. 
 
    I looked at Mira.  “I’ll put your gifts to great use.” 
 
    She smiled.  “Whether you remember us or not, you will carry us in your heart, Wolf Friend.”  She kissed my cheek like a sister.  “We’ll have breakfast, then see you off.” 
 
    Julia nodded.  “We don’t want to draw more trouble to you.” 
 
    Xan held her stones in both hands, her eyes antique-gold, her palms alight with dancing jags of blue lightning and wet mist.  Colt poured red-copper energy into his stones.  Those Colin held frosted over in a silver moon-glow.  All the stones went back into the bag that was returned to me.  The black leather pouch was heavy, but not just with magic rock.   
 
    The Legion had each given me a piece of themselves.  I might not remember, but after this mission, they’d one day be in my life again.  It was all a matter of time.  I accepted the truth; they were true friends.  And family.  And if their future was under attack, going to crash and burn without me… 
 
    Well, I’m not going to let that happen.  What’s mine is mine, and will be protected.  Of course, I need a future for myself to give them theirs.  There’s an order to these things. Kaden and his thugs are going down.  The Flawless will just have to wait their turn.   
 
      
 
    *    *    * 
 
      
 
    We’d been back on the Red Moon, training hard, for several days.  I’d taken a lesson in style from Colt and had a sweatshirt with a big front pocket.  I had the charged river rocks in there, loose, out of the pouch.  I’d been training to sense by touch the type of magic each one carried.  That part of things had gone well. 
 
    Selene’s fortress was a massive, brooding structure trying too hard to be Goth-modern.  Massive thorny runners wove a defense wall, surrounding the estate, as if something was needed to fend off monolithic monsters.  Beyond that prickly jungle, saw-toothed mountains gnawed the sky bloody.   
 
    Colt had taken over the fortress’ parade ground where troops could be staged for action—if Selene had any.  So far, I’d only seen iron gargoyles and had heard cryptic comments from Colt about “experiments” that sometimes escaped their breeding pens. 
 
    I had the sling in my right hand, softly whirring in a constant circle as I looked over the prepared course.  Regular pieces of wall, slabs of crystals, crossbeams, and stretched out coils of razor wire formed obstacles.  “That’s…interesting.” 
 
    “We want your body to treat this like its real,” Colt said. 
 
    “My torn flesh and dripping blood will be very real.   And what’s with the polished crystal ground?” I said.  “How am I supposed to move at top speed without sliding everywhere?  What did you do, buff it?” 
 
    “The gargoyles were trying to help.”  
 
    “Help isn’t the word I’d have chosen.” 
 
    Colt looked down at his clipboard, ready to write evaluation scores for me.  “Are we doing this or what?” 
 
    The Legion worked me in shifts.  Colt and I were in back of his mansion on the Red Moon where Weasel’s tracking magic couldn’t find me.  Xan and Zahra had taken off a few hours ago to let Lauphram know my “vacation” was going fine, that I’d be back soon from Camp Hell.   
 
    Off to the side, toward the stands—which were empty of spectators—Selene bounced up and down in sneakers wearing a crimson cheerleader’s uniform.  She had blood-red pom-poms and a red-crystal tear piercing in her navel.  Her usual cascade of long red hair had been gathered into twin ponytails. 
 
    Colt saw my glance.  “Is mom distracting you?  I doubt I can get her to go away.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said.  “If I get tangled in the wire, she can kiss my wounds and make them better.” 
 
    Though I doubt she’ll stop there. 
 
    Colt sighed and pulled out a stop-watch.  “She does like to be part of things.  Okay, ready, set, go!” 
 
    It was harder than I thought to keep the sling whirling while going over and under beams, dirt-surfing under barbwire, and vaulting back to my feet.  I spun and jumped to kick off a side-wall for even more height.   
 
    A wall came up with three bottles lined on top.  I let the stone in the sling fly, aiming for the low left side of the middle bottle.  The base kicked into the right bottle.  The middle bottle’s neck dropped and tapped the left bottle.  All three went down.  Two bottles fell off the wall and shattered on the red crystal ground.  One lay atop the wall, waiting to be reset for the next run. 
 
    I ran around a wall while digging in my front pocket.  I felt a mild sting of ice magic and drew that stone out, fitting it into the sling as I flopped backwards over a coil of razor wire.  Zahra had been working with me to fall off barrels and short walls, teaching me the feline method of kicking my feet to align with the ground, then straightening my top half for a smooth, cat-like landing.  I still had bruises from the many times I didn’t quite do it right.  This time, I made it.   
 
    I cleared the next wall, tucking knees, flipping.  Extending feet to the ground, I landed in a crouch, facing the way I’d come.  Her advice had been to just build muscle memory and not waste time getting the brain involved.  
 
    I grinned, remembering one of her comments: You are either ready for action or ready to bleed.  There is no middle ground.  I noticed she spent an awful lot of time helping someone she wasn’t supposed to like.  The girl needs to be honest with herself.  I’m winning her over. 
 
    I approached a basic balance beam suspended four-feet off the ground.  The trick here was to run full speed when you couldn’t move your feet naturally.  I didn’t bother keeping the sling in motion, closing a hand around its leather cup as I jumped with superhuman strength, touching the beam once in the middle, clearing the stretch, landing on the polished red crystal floor beyond.  One foot slid out from under me.  I didn’t fight the motion but grounded the other leg’s knee so the drag of my weight stopped me short of another roll of barbwire. 
 
    Fucking gargoyles! 
 
    Colt hit me with a surprise jet of high-pressure water from the sideline.  I punched into the spray, willing the stone in the sling to release its store of ice magic.  A shell of ice formed that I used as a shield to slant the water jet off me.  The pressure of the spray took me off the course. 
 
    Colt yelled.  “You’re losing time.  Move it!” 
 
    “Easy for you to say.”   
 
    I spun out of the stream and dropped the ice shield.  Jumping to grab the top edge of a ten-foot wall, I hauled my body up and over.  There was no pit on the other side, which sometimes happened, but as I landed, I was hit with small jags of red-copper lightning.  The current crackled around me and hurt like hell, but I found I could still control my muscles. 
 
    For a moment, it seemed golden orbs were shining in the back shadows of my mind, like eyes, and then the weird perception vanished—along with the lightning hitting me.  It was like a trap door somewhere inside had simply swallowed the lightning and then shut itself. 
 
    Now that’s freaking weird. 
 
    I brushed off the event, trying to reload my sling, only to find I’d iced it shut.  I didn’t want to try to force the leather cup open, fearing I might shatter it instead.  That cost me points as the rest of the bottles got off easy.  Leaving them alone, I finished the course and returned to Colt and Selene.  She’ been cheering all this time, doing kicks, flouncing sexily about, shaking her sweet ass.  I’d somehow managed not to get distracted, but knew better than to admit that to her. 
 
    No woman wants to think she can be ignored. 
 
    “Enjoy the show?” she asked. 
 
    I smiled and lied.  “Hell, yes.  Thanks.  Somehow, you got me through this.  Great pom-poms by the way.”  It wasn’t her pom-poms I looked at as she bounced on her toes to give her whole body a delightful jiggle.   
 
    Nothing wrong with appreciating great beauty. 
 
    She smiled back.  “This has always been one of your favorites, along with Catholic school girl, slave girl, and my Pink Ranger costume.” 
 
    “Pink Ranger?”  That reference completely escaped me. 
 
    Colt rolled his eyes.  “Mom, I’m right here!” 
 
    She laughed at him.  “And how do you think you got to be right here?”   
 
    He shook his head.  “I don’t want to know.”  He wrote down my scores on his clipboard, avoiding eye contact.  “Okay, Dad, once more from the top.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    “The end of innocence 
 
    is the beginning of evil.” 
 
      
 
                                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    A covered walkway from the side entrance of Selene’s fortress took us to the concrete porch of what looked like a three-story greenhouse.  The Legion and I went in.  There were no plants inside.  A red brick deck surrounded a water-filled swimming pool fed by an artificial waterfall. An electric pump extracted water from the pool to feed the falls.  The red crystal shards that stabbed up to form the falls also anchored a pair of blue plastic waterslides that slithered down to dump anyone using them into the pool’s bright blue water.   
 
    Selene could have used magic to make her own water slide and to pump water.  It fit her scattered personality though that for some things, she’d gone shopping in the human world.  My heightened sense of smell picked up the strong scent of chlorine.  The air in here was warmer than outside, meant to be comfortable to those in swimsuits.   
 
    One side of the pool had lounge chairs.  The opposite side had a little hut with a thatch roof, a bar with stools, and roof supports in the shape of wooden tikis that looked like grinning demons.  I thought it represented atrocious taste.   
 
    Colt pointed at the bar.  “You gave that to yourself as a birthday present when I was three.  The carved faces used to scare me.  You’d say ‘Buck up and act like a demigod, son.’  Somehow, I managed to grow up loving you despite many such experiences.” 
 
    Zahra glared daggers at me.  “How awful.” 
 
    “We only have your word for that,” I pointed out.  “And how do you know you didn’t do it to yourself by planting the idea right now in my subconscious.” 
 
    Colt started to respond, but fell silent.  I think he realized I might be right. 
 
    He muttered, “Frickin temporal anomalies.” 
 
    “You’re related to me; you can say fuck,” I said. 
 
    He shook his head adamantly.  “No, I’m better than that.” 
 
    “Of, course you are,” Zahra agreed.   
 
    “Gag me with a Smurf,” Colin said. 
 
    “What the hell is a Smurf?” I asked.  “I think you people are pulling these references out of your ass.” 
 
    “No, young Deathwalker.”  Julia dramatically intoned.  “There is a Smurf!” 
 
    “Like I care,” I growled.  If the bar had liquor, it was my new best friend.  I started around the pool, heading that way.   
 
    “Where are you going?” Xan asked. 
 
    “I’ve found on past occasions that I do my best thinking drunk.” 
 
    “There’s lemonade and soda,” Colt yelled.  “Getting wasted won’t help.” 
 
    “Father knows best!” I yelled back.  “What about being ‘raised by demons’ do you people not get?”  
 
    Xan hurried to catch up to me, taking my arm.  The others followed. 
 
    “I can use a beer,” Colin said.  “It’s been a while.  Everyone in Fairy just drinks water, wine, or fruit juice.  One of these days, I’m going to conquer Fairy with tea and coffee.  Maybe open my own chain of Starbucks.” 
 
    “Stop with the made-up references,” I said.  “It’s getting old” 
 
    While the others stayed in front of the bar, Xan came with me under the thatch roof, past the demonic tiki.  Colt didn’t sit near them.  He didn’t even look at them.   
 
    Then I was busy looking over a dazzling array of labeled bottles.  “There must be fifty different types of rum by itself.” 
 
    Colt spoke across the bar to me.  “The future you is a frustrated alchemist.  The Philosopher Stone was your greatest creation.  I don’t know what you mixed up in that pitcher, but you were on your ass for hours, speaking Dwarvan.” 
 
    The Philosopher’s Stone is a drink?  Wait…! 
 
    I paused to look at him.  “I speak Dwarvan?” 
 
    Colt shrugged.  “Not very well.  Or maybe too well.  You were kicked out of the last Dwarven bar you dragged me into.  I had to stop you from burning the place down.” 
 
    “A mean drunk,” Zahra muttered. 
 
    I sighed.  She’s never going to like me.  Might as well get drunk over it; as good an excuse as any. 
 
    I gathered bottles and sent Xan scurrying for ice and a blender.  I found pineapple juice and a jar of cherries.  Once everything was assembled, I went to work.  Julia and Colin watched with morbid fascination, as if a car wreck were unfolding before their very eyes.  Finally, I had a big red pitcher in front of me next to a row of glasses. 
 
    “So, what is that exactly?” Colt said. 
 
    I grinned at the pitcher.  “It’s red.  Help yourself.  Or don’t; more for me that way.”  I poured myself a glass, and Xan half a glass.  “Just sip it to start,” I warned. 
 
    “Are you getting me drunk so you can have your way with me?” Xan asked. 
 
    “Definitely not.” 
 
    She shrugged.  “I’ll drink it anyway.” 
 
    Colt pulled a huge bowl of hot chicken wings from his hoodie pocket and set them on the bar.  “Booze on an empty stomach isn’t a good idea.” 
 
    Which of us is supposed to be the parent here? 
 
    I still wore the all black hoodie Colt had given me for the obstacle course.  “How come I don’t have an extra dimensional pocket in my hoodie?” I asked. 
 
    He grabbed a wing dripping buffalo sauce.  “I don’t throw those things in for free, you know?  I’m saving for college.  You keep telling me there’s a college fund in the bank, but I’ve yet to see a passbook.”  Noisily, he slurped the saucy meat off the chicken bone, also tugging with his teeth. 
 
    Julia said, “Can we get down to planning our next move?  I think Caine is ready.” 
 
    “Born ready.”  I drained half my glass in one go, glad that I could look cool since alcohol barely phased me.  I had to keep slamming them back to even maintain a buzz.  Whatever it was, the other side of my genetics had legendary resilience. 
 
    “I’m ready, too,” Xan said. 
 
    Knowing what she was ready for, I ignored her. 
 
    Colt said, “We want you to do whatever comes natural.  If we hand you a battle plan, we’re rewriting history.  We were never originally part of this stretch of timeline, but the Flawless meddled so we had to get things back on track as much as possible.” 
 
    “So, do you even want to know what I’m doing?” I asked. 
 
    “We have the basics,” Julia said.  “Got any surprise twists coming up?” 
 
    “Just one.”  I finished my glass and poured another.  I noticed Xan was on her third or fourth sip, and wobbling slightly.  “Eat some wings, Xan.  At this rate, you’re going to pass out like a keg-party virgin.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with saving myself for true love?  You got sumthin’ ag’inst true love?”  She glared cross-eyed at me.   
 
    Damn, smashed already.  What a light-weight. 
 
    “You should lay down before you fall down,” I said. 
 
    I grabbed her glass as she crumpled her back, and passed out. 
 
    “Did I call it, or what?”  I drained her glass.   
 
    “So, that twist?” Julia said.  “What is it?” 
 
    “Well, it occurs to me that whatever I do, I can’t have Kaden anticipating my reappearance.  Surprise is too important an edge.”   
 
    I’d been thinking over all the strategy I’d ever heard coming out of Lauphram’s mouth.  He’d never been much of a fill-in father, but he knew how to throw down against rogue werewolves and mouthy vamps.  He’d kept his demon territory strong in the face of other, more traditional demon clans that occasionally tested him.   
 
    “Kaden found us last time due to Weasel’s tracking magic.  That tells me I need to remove Weasel before I go for the Second Sword and his goons.” 
 
    My left hand slipped inside my hoodie pocket where I had the river rocks.  I had one more thing in there.  The throwing spike Weasel had tried to kill me with me.   
 
    My trump card. 
 
    Colin nodded.  “So, a surgical strike for the Weasel, then the Hammer of Justice for the rest.” 
 
    Zahra nodded.  “I can see that.” 
 
    That was the best encouragement I could have. 
 
    Colt said, “It’s best if we can hit Weasel off the island, without a lot of support around him.  Then the Clan House won’t automatically go on alert.” 
 
    I grinned.  “I thought of that.  We need bait he won’t associate with the Legion of Five since he’s seen all of you.  We need to give him a reason to want to be alone.” 
 
    “A girl,” Colin said. 
 
    “I know just the one.”  I shot Colt a cold stare.  “I need to find a certain vampire.” 
 
    He looked back and sighed.  “You want Gloria.”  He looked at Zahra.  “What do you think?” 
 
    “He’s met her already.  I don’t think building that friendship a few years earlier will hurt,” Zahra said.  “At least, I’m not seeing all-out disaster—yet.” 
 
    “Okay,” Colt said.  “I know where to find Aunt Gloria.  I’ll go grab her.  If Caine pops up back in L.A., Weasel will know.  We don’t need to tip our hand too soon.” 
 
    Julia nodded.  “You’re bringing her here?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Colt said. 
 
    “We want to appear harmless, non-threatening,” Colin said.  “You girls need to break out the bikinis.  We’ll have a pool party.” 
 
    Zahra shot him a vicious glare, the disemboweling kind.  “You just want to drool over naked flesh.” 
 
    “So, what’s your point?” Colin asked. 
 
    Answered like a real man. 
 
    Colt smiled as he made an off-hand comment.  “I wouldn’t mind seeing Zahra in a swimsuit myself.” 
 
    She reddened, casting him a demure, sideways glance with eyes half veiled.  “Well, if it’s Colt…” 
 
    Julia stared at Colt.  “We need food and music.  Let’s ask Selene.” 
 
    Colt’s eyes looked troubled.  “Involved or not, there could be trouble either way.” 
 
    “I’m demon raised,” I said.  “One thing I know is perversity.  The best way to get her here is to try avoiding it.  That will drive her to crash the party.  Besides, if Gloria is as dangerous as I think, we may need Selene’s support.” 
 
    Zahra nodded.  “I see them both here.  We might as well make it on good terms.” 
 
    “I’ll go ask her,” I said. 
 
    “Take Colin with you,” Colt said.  “If Mom tries to run off and chain you to her bed, Colin can portal to Earth to let me know, and I can come and spring you from her clutches.” 
 
    By then, will I want to be rescued?  Some temptations are just too strong.  How I’ve managed so long with Selene throwing herself at me…I just don’t know.  It’s almost like I’ve got just a tiny bit of character.  Scary thought. 
 
    Zahra leaned across the bar and glowered.  “Stay strong, blockhead.” 
 
    “Uh, sure.”  If I can.  I reached for the pitcher. 
 
    Colt grabbed it and slid it out of reach.  “You need to stay sharp.  Save the booze for later.” 
 
    Killjoy. 
 
    “He just thought something rude.  I saw it in his face,” Zahra said. 
 
    “He’s always thinking something rude,” Colt said.  “That’s who he is, what he does.” 
 
    I glared at him.  “If you know that, damn it, why are you always holding me to a higher standard?” 
 
    He sighed.  “The child in me hopes not to be disappointed yet again.” 
 
    “Talk about rude things to say,” I muttered.  “Fine.  I’ll go and let Selene find me.  Shouldn’t take long.” 
 
    And maybe I’ll find some whiskey along the way. 
 
    “Better send Julia with him, too,” Zahra said.  “It takes an angel or a dragon to keep a demon lord in check.” 
 
    Julia grinned.  “And I’m both.” 
 
    “Don’t shoot the messenger,” I said. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed.  “Don’t give me a reason.  The one thing I won’t forgive you for is screwing up Colt’s timeline.  I like my brother as he is.” 
 
    “Fine.  Got it.  I’ll be good, I promise.”  I crossed my fingers inside my hoodie pocket. 
 
    “He’s crossing his fingers,” Zahra said. 
 
    Colt glared at me.   
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “And you wonder why we have issues.”  There seemed to be old, faded shadows in Colt’s eyes as his portal opened behind him. 
 
    Red-copper has a special significance: it’s the color of irritation.   
 
    Colt said, “Zahra.  You keep an eye on Dad.  I know you always have my back.” 
 
    She snapped to rigid attention but didn’t salute.  “You can trust me.  I’ll always protect you.” 
 
    Colt gave her a smile that probably sent her heart racing at warp speed.  “I know.  Unless there’s a problem, I’ll be back in half an hour or so.”  He backed into his portal.  It closed and he was gone. 
 
    I looked down from my side of the bar.  Xan was still out cold at my feet.  “Well, it’s Xan.  I suppose we can just leave her there.” 
 
    “We’ll move her to a lounger when we get back,” Julia said. 
 
    With a last longing look at the red rum punch, I allowed myself to be led away.  We got half way to the glass doors when they blew open. 
 
    Selene swept in wearing the damn skimpiest bikini I’d ever seen—small triangular patches of crimson tied strategically in place with strings.  Almost nothing was left to my imagination.  She wore a straw hat with a frayed rim and flip-flops on her feet.  A bath towel hung off a shoulder.  Her smile dazzled. 
 
    Colin and I drooled. 
 
    She was followed by a small army of iron gargoyles.  Some of them carried finger food on silver trays.  One had a small grill.  One had a cooler.  Others carried musical instruments: a synth, hand drums, flutes, a stand-up bass, and one had an electric guitar plugged into himself—I won’t say where. 
 
    “Let’s get this party started!” Selene yelled. 
 
    Xan’s shrill girl’s voice echoed up from behind the tiki bar.  “Hell, yes!” 
 
    Mission accomplished, I went back for my punch. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    “Every good deal is sealed in blood.” 
 
      
 
                                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    The black-iron gargoyles staying to play in the band were at the opposite end of the pool, setting up, tuning.  Soon, surf rock spilled out with strict mechanical precision if not much spirit.  I was grateful they weren’t heavily amplified; I’d have wasted a few exploding river rocks on them. 
 
    I sat on a barstool, Selene at my left.  I explained what we were up to, though—as a goddess—she probably already knew. 
 
    “One thing puzzles me,” she said. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Why do we need Gloria?  Certainly, I’m enough to tempt a demon-weasel to his doom.” 
 
    Sitting on my right, Colin put down the glass he’d been drinking from.  I didn’t think letting him portal anywhere soon would be safe; no telling where he’d wind up. He pointed at Selene. “You’d intimidate him too much.  Never send a goddess to do a vamp’s job.  Vamps are all about seduction.” 
 
    “Been fanged by many?” I asked. 
 
    He sighed.  “Unfortunately, no.” 
 
    I heard doors opening and turned to see Zahra and Julia emerge from the changing rooms where Selene had assured them there’d be spare suits with more coverage—in exactly their sizes.  They came around the edge of the pool, looking hot as hell.  Julia radiated confidence in a neon green, one-piece suit with sea-green frills.  Zahra looked embarrassed in a pink-rose inspired bikini that contrasted well with her long black hair and dusky skin.  She’d also tied a beach towel around her waist to boost her modesty. 
 
    “Is Colt back yet?” Zahra asked. 
 
    “Why do you have to ask?” I said. 
 
    “Something to say,” Colin muttered.  “She’s nervous.” 
 
    Smiling, Selene turned on her barstool to see the girls.  “I knew those suits would look good on you gals.  Designed them myself.” 
 
    “I think mine could have used a little more fabric.”  Zahra tugged at the seat of her swimsuit, trying to get more sideways stretch. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Selene said.  “I think Colt will be happy.  He’s at that age.” 
 
    Colin picked up his glass again.  “I know I’m happy.”   
 
    “If you’re going to drink my rum,” Selene said, “You better not tell Izumi on me.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Colin said. “What happens on the Red Moon stays on the Red Moon.” 
 
    I heard a groan rising up from the floor, from the other side of the bar.  “I think Xan is getting ready to rejoin us.” 
 
    “Good.  I have a suit for her, too.”  Selene’s gaze slid to Colin and me.  “You guys need to get in the spirit of things, too.  Go to the dressing rooms.  I’ll whip you up some swim trunks.” 
 
    Colin took a gulp of red rum punch and slid his glass away, putting down his head on his forearms.  He closed his eyes.  ‘I’ll pass…out...now…” 
 
    Some of my better rum punch. 
 
    “Looks like it will just be me.”  I slid off my stool and walked past the girls.  Rounding the pool, I went toward the dressing rooms to see what fashion disaster awaited.  If it was too hideous, I was simply going to say no.  Reaching the first door, I pulled it open and went in.  I shut and locked the door, as if that could keep Selene out if she wanted to barge in. 
 
    The changing room was paneled in bamboo slats that made a chevron pattern pointing down.  There was a bamboo bench against it and hooks on the walls for clothes.  I saw Julia’s cloths there, along with her holstered revolvers. 
 
    Good to know where I can grab a weapon in a pinch. 
 
    The walls, left and right, had full-sized mirrors.  Since this was Selene’s place, I’d expected a few weird touches.  Apparently, not here.  Reassured, I looked on the bench where several options had been laid out.  The unchosen girls’ swimwear was off to the side, in a pile.  Guy stuff was by itself.  I rejected the sky blue, magenta, and acid green trunks, picking the black ones with deep red stripes on the sides.  They seemed like they’d fit and had drawstrings as well as elastic. 
 
    Perfect.  The colors of blood and death. 
 
     I shed my clothes, hanging them up, and slipped into the trunks.  I stared at myself in the mirror, then angled to look over my shoulder at the second mirror.  It showed my new tatt.  I had to admit, it lent me a certain bad-boy glamour.  Showing it off was really the only reason I’d agreed to change; I didn’t actually plan to go swimming.  The sooner I could get on with killing Weasel, the safer I’d feel.  Besides, it would be an interesting test of his magic to see if he could find me while my Demon Wings tatt was active and I had a gun in his face. 
 
    I walked out of the changing room in time to see Colt’s red-copper portal open and slide across the floor, dumping Gloria out beside the pool—without her short swords.  She wore black heels and a black dress that had a gauzy over-layer, like a mist of blood.  She looked lovely.  And pissed, crouching to launch herself at an enemy.   
 
    Instead of having walked into the portal on her own, it seemed like the portal had simply scooped her up, no matter what she thought about it. 
 
    Colt gets that heavy-handedness from his mother.  Where is he, by the way? 
 
    There was a red-copper flare of light by the bar that solidified into Colt.  He stood next to Colin, poking him in the ribs with a stiff finger.  Xan was up off the floor, taking the stool I’d abandoned.  She sat down heavily and glowered at the pitcher of rum punch, like her low-tolerance for alcohol was the drink’s fault.   
 
    I started around the pool for the bar.   
 
    Gloria registered the music from the gargoyles at the end of the building and stopped to stare.  As they continued to play, ignoring her, she shifted her attention to Colt, pointing at him.  “Hey, you.  This isn’t finished.  I want to know where I am.” 
 
    Selene turned on her stool and flashed a smile.  “You’re in my home.  I’m so happy you could make the party.” 
 
    Gloria stopped well away from Selene.  “Party?  Are you sure this isn’t going to be an execution?” 
 
    Selene’s smile grew wider.  “Why?  Are you planning on dying?  If so, try not to bleed in the pool.  I don’t want to have to change the water and clean the tiles.  Such a bother.” 
 
    I kept walking, coming up behind Gloria.  With her vampire hearing, I knew she could not only hear my steps but my breathing, even the surge of blood in my veins, and my heartbeat.  That’s why I walked normally with no suspicious skulking; that would be an indication of evil intent and an invitation to be attacked. 
 
    She shifted so she could see me on one side with her peripheral vision and watch the bar as well.  The sultry, sexy vamp was on hold.  This version was red-eyed and baring fangs, ready to rumble.   
 
    I stopped just in arms reach of her and dipped my head to the side to offer my neck.  “I promised you a pint the next time we met.  Just be gentle.  It’s my first time.”  I closed my eyes and waited. 
 
    Julia spoke up.  “Caine, are you sure it’s a good idea to do that when she’s pissed?  Vampires can get carried away.” 
 
    I opened my eyes, straightened my head, and ignored Gloria’s hungry stare as I answered.  “We’re asking her to trust and help us.  We need to show her we trust her as well.”  I looked into Gloria’s eyes, having learned on past occasions that vampire mesmerism doesn’t work on me.  “You seemed to want my blood before.  What’s changed?” 
 
    She moved in a blur, but I was able to track her.  To a human, she would have seemed to have simply vanished from where she’d stood.  Behind me, her tits pressed pleasantly into my back.  She had an arm around my neck.  Bent backwards, only her hold kept me from falling.  She glanced to the bar to watch the reactions of my friends to my being taken hostage.   
 
    Colt and Julia looked tense, wary.  Zahra looked indifferent to my fate as always.  Xan had her head down on her arms, copying Colin.  Selene shimmered with red energy.  She said, “One pint, as agreed.  Endanger his life, and you will never leave the Red Moon.  You are not on Earth anymore.  No commercial gate system services this place.  Our good will is your only way back, so this wouldn’t be a good time to burn bridges.” 
 
    “My feedings aren’t a public spectacle,” Gloria said. 
 
    I asked brightly.  “But you can stay for the party, right?” 
 
    “What kind of party?”  She glanced at the glass doors that led out into a world lit with unnatural red light. 
 
    “Pool party, of course,” I said, “and you’re way over dressed.” 
 
    “Let’s fix that.”  She kept me moving backwards with the arm across my throat.  She didn’t know I had more than human strength.  I could have slipped her hold, but then I’d just be depriving myself of her oft body.  As we rounded the pool, she gave the area a better inspection, angling our path toward the dressing rooms. 
 
    None of the people at the bar came after us.  They seemed more concerned with breaking out chips, sodas, and working over the chicken wings.  
 
    “Where’s he veggie tray and dip?” Julia asked. 
 
    “What’s a veggie?” Xan muttered, half asleep.  “Does it taste like chicken?” 
 
    Selene appropriated the rum punch, finally awakening to her duty as a chaperone. 
 
    Great friends I’ve got.  No, don’t mind me, just stuff your faces while I’m kidnapped.  Again. 
 
    We reached the bamboo doors to the dressing rooms.  Gloria opened the one I hadn’t used and dragged me inside.  Pushing me to the bench, she turned and closed the door.  “Sit!” 
 
    I sat, leaning back against the bamboo slats of the wall as Gloria checked the door knob.  “No lock.”  
 
    “No, Selene saves those for the dungeon.  Can’t have experimental monsters running loose, eating the roses.” 
 
    “Dungeon, huh?”  Gloria turned to look at me.  “I want to know why I’m here.  Don’t leave out any important details.” 
 
    “Okay, long, weird story though and I’m not sure of a lot that I’ve been told.” 
 
    Her eyes held the edgy, red glow of a hyped-up vampire as she waited. 
 
    “Okay, you remember in the tattoo shop, how everyone knew you but you didn’t know us?  That’s because only you and I belong in this current time.  Those guys out there are trying to fix distortions made in time by something that’s coming in the next millennium to eat the Earth for breakfast.  They call them the Flawless.  Apparently, I’m supposed to grow up to be a major kick-ass threat to the enemy, so they’ve been trying to undo my reality.” 
 
    Gloria looked me over.  “You’re that formidable, are you?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “I will be.” 
 
    I hope. 
 
    “Some of the reasons are the people out there.  And you, Gloria.” 
 
    She went still as only the undead can.  Her eyes flared a little brighter, casting a red glow across her face and her silky black hair.  “Me?”  She started breathing again. 
 
    “Yeah, in the future—I don’t know how far ahead—we get married.  We’re supposed to unify the vamps and demons into a tight coalition.” 
 
    “I simply can’t see that happening.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “I find it a stretch, too.  But if the vamps and demons are joined, and we have the support of the most bloody-minded goddess I’ve ever met…and the support of a future wife in Fairy...” 
 
    “Fairy?”  She sat beside me on the bench, leaning toward me. 
 
    “Yeah, the fey guy out there, he’s the heir of the Winter Court, and supposedly my son.  That means I’ll have a fey princess for a wife in the future as well as Selene and you.  I’m told I’m anointed by Destiny to be the next High King of Fairy.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not saying I believe this crap, but if all that is true, you’ll have a hell of a lot of power base backing you.  You’d only need the magic users, the shifters, and the dragons onboard.” 
 
    “The dark-haired girl out there, Julia, she’s half dragon, connected to Red at the tattoo parlor, members of the Red Dragon Clan. There are other people in my future family with ties undisclosed.  I suspect the Dragon World will probably be falling in behind me as well.  As far as magic-users, I’ll one day stand in their midst as the mightiest shadow mage of all time.  Or so I’ve been told.” 
 
    Gloria had relaxed a little.  The red of her eyes dimmed and she showed surprise.  “You’re a shadow mage?” 
 
    “My blood is magic.”  I pulled up some lifeforce and focused to summon darkness.  Holding my fist up between us, I unrolled my fingers and a black sparrow shape fluttered up like a living thing, darting around me.  It flew into the mirror and was gone, leaving a few small feathers to dissolve like smoke against the glass. 
 
    “Though not exactly human, you don’t smell like a demon,” Gloria said. 
 
    “Xan, the girl you met with the rapier, she’s the daughter of Lauphram, the last Atlantean demon, leader of the L.A. demon clan.  I’m the Old Man’s adopted son, her big brother.  I’m the joker in the deck, just appointed heir to Lauphram.  I’m a demon lord who isn’t a demon.  And I’ve got enemies because of that, which brings us around to you again.” 
 
    “Demon politics?  That can get nasty.” 
 
    “I need to kill a high-ranking demon in my clan who is trying to kill me.  The guy’s called Weasel and can use tracking magic.  Until he’s dead, I can’t return to Earth to deal with the rest of my enemies—not without them knowing I’m coming.” 
 
    “What you’re doing is asking me to start a war between the L.A. vampires and demons.” 
 
    “It won’t come to that.  Zahra says so.” 
 
    “Zahra?  One of your friends out there?” 
 
    “She’s the shifter in the pink bikini, an avatar for the goddess Bastet.” 
 
    A crimson light filled the space.  I turned on the bench to look at the mirror the black shadow had flown into.  Selene’s head and shoulders stuck out of the glass.  “Aren’t you done yet?  We’ve got the grill going.  Food will be up soon.”  Selene pushed a hanger into the room with a swimsuit on it, a skimpy Champaign colored bikini.  She left the suit on a wall hook and withdrew her arm.  
 
    “Go away,” Gloria said. 
 
    “I’m going.  It’s not like you’re going to do anything sexual to my husband.” The glow in Selene’s eyes warned of horrific consequences if something “sexual” were to happen. 
 
    “He’s not your husband, yet,” Gloria said, “but I don’t mess with jail-bait. 
 
    “Keep it that way.”  Selene pulled back into the mirror.  She took the red light with her.  The mirror became a simple mirror again. 
 
    I turned back to Gloria.  Her eyes were smoldering coals, her mouth opened wide, fangs bared as she seized my throat and pulled me into her.  She whispered.  “Give me one good reason to believe you, and to not rip out your throat, and take my chances with the others?” 
 
    Gently, I slid my hand up against hers.  She didn’t resist as I pulled it to my lips for a kiss against her palm.  “Haven’t you ever wanted to rescue a prince in destress?  Besides that, there’s still my blood.  I think you’ll find it unique to anything you’ve ever tasted.  After a taste, I don’t think you’ll want to destroy the only source of this blood.” 
 
    She drew a deep breath, closing her eyes to focus.  “That scent has been tormenting me since I grabbed you.” 
 
    “So, end the torment.  Have some.” 
 
    “My services are going to require more than one feeding.  You demons are strict about binding contracts.  We’ll make one now and seal it with the blood I take from you.” 
 
    My mind shifted into negotiation mode, as trained by the Old Man.  “Specify mutual obligations, costs, and penalties for failure to comply.” 
 
    “You agree to a monthly blood tithe of one feeding.  All feedings to be non-life-threatening and will be terminated if you show signs of starting to turn.”   
 
    That made sense; Kane’s laws forbade tuning children into vampires.  Once a month shouldn’t make that likely. 
 
    Gloria continued.  “If you fail to offer your tithe, I will listen to mitigating circumstances.  If I deem them insufficient, your life is forfeit.  Or I get to keep you chained to my basement wall as a blood whore.” 
 
    “And what do I get for risking all that?” 
 
    “I will kill this Weasel for you.” 
 
    “I need to be the one to kill him so I can claim his position in the clan.  That will give me protection from Kaden.  He won’t be able to come against someone in a co-equal department without it being seen as an act of treason against Lauphram.  However, I don’t mind you helping out if Weasel’s not alone.” 
 
    “Of course.”  She fell silent.  
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “What else do you expect?” 
 
    “You’ll put out word to your people that we have a contract and they are to keep their hands off me,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll tell them you’re mine, and any issues they have with you are to be brought to me.  You will not be allowed to rampage in our territory at will.  And you will bring demon clan issues with vampires directly to me.” 
 
    “Lauphram willing, sure.  I’m still under his authority the way you’re under Kane’s hand.” 
 
    “Fine.  That’s it then.” 
 
    I shook my head.  “Not quite.  Should you fail on your side of the contact, there should be a penalty.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed.  “What?” 
 
    “I’ll have the right to chain you to my bed for one month’s enjoyment.” 
 
    “You, alone.  You will respect my right to privacy and secrecy.  In the unlikely event I have to pay this penalty—only you and I will ever know.” 
 
    “Sure.”  And maybe Zahra.  “One more thing—”  
 
    “Don’t you think you’ve pushed things far enough?”  There was a dangerous edge to her voice, an intimidation tactic.   
 
    Gloria really is a good negotiator. 
 
    I said, “During the life of the contract, I want the right to introduce you as my girlfriend.  My enemies need to be eaten alive by envy.  It’s a deal breaker.”   
 
    Her face relaxed into a smile.  She laughed.  “Fine.  Just be warned, as a girlfriend, I am very high-maintenance.  I hope you can afford me.” 
 
    “Somehow, I knew that.”  I tilted my head. 
 
    She bit my neck, a piercing pain that numbed over with pleasure as her vampire enzymes hit my bloodstream.   
 
    Almost as good as sex. 
 
    Her fangs let go.  I bled.  She lapped it up, nuzzling, guzzling.  Finally, she found enough restraint to pull away.  “Damn, you’re good.” 
 
    “Told you so.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    “Life is a river of sorrows, 
 
    emptiness a close friend.” 
 
      
 
                                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    As head of Covert Operations, Weasel got out to L.A. more than most of Lauphram’s people on the island.  Weasel had informants to pay off and deep-cover agents in various enemy territories to gather intelligence from.  Since he used demon magic to disguise his features during such visits, I’d loaned Zahra to Gloria, which meant Colt went, too.  Regular reports came back to me from Colt.   
 
    Zahra watched those leaving Santa Catalina Island and located our disguised target after a few days on stakeout.  Gloria and Zahra tailed Weasel while Colt returned to let me know the pick-up operation was on.  My part was to standby with Julia until Gloria was ready to spring the trap.  This way, Weasel’s tracking magic would do him no good.   
 
    Xan wanted in on things but none of us trusted her not to explode in an orgy of violent excess.   
 
    Colin distracted her by freezing the swimming pool into an ice rink, teaching her to skate.  Selene popped up to join them on the ice.  Apparently, this was a skill she’d never bothered learning so it held her interest.  She skated with her giant red-crystal sword in hand, claiming it helped her balance.   
 
    I left the rink when Xan pulled out her own giant sword—allegedly for the same reason. 
 
    I needed to keep Weasel’s death quiet until I could go to Phase Two and hit the Clan House.  I needed to claim Weasel’s position formally before Lauphram or I’d be accused of insurrection, a worse crime than murder among demons.  Assassination was a time-honored method of advancement in demon clans everywhere under the proper conditions.  Lastly, I had to put the fear of Caine Deathwalker into Kaden’s minions, those who’d tried to kill me.  If that last step failed, everything would eventually fall apart, one way or another. 
 
    I walked out along the covered pathway, and returned to the fortress.  I knew Colt would find me wherever I went. Rooms shuffled around. Hallways bent through altered, disjointed spaces.  I’d learned to focus on where I wanted to go to get there, but my concentration must have slipped because I found myself in a three-story library with shelves on every wall, and comfortable chairs in the middle.   
 
    The space was well lit and comfortable.  I saw a few books out on a table and went over to see what someone had been reading.  The top book was all about classic Mustangs and other muscle cars.  Under that book, I found a volume on manufacturing weapons using Damascus steel and cursed energies.  That book was open to a section on demon swords.  I considered stealing that book, but Selene would know.  Besides, I was fairly sure the Old Man had a similar book.  
 
    The next book I looked at was written in Elven.  I didn’t have a translation charm on me so the script remained a mystery with only occasional drawings to tease the mind.  The silver wristband Colin had given me only worked on translating speech. 
 
    I leafed through the book and found a rough picture of Selene.  She was naked, dressed only in blood with a damn big sword in her fist that looked awfully familiar.  Around her were fabulous beasts, all falling in battle with horrendous wounds.  Comments Selene had made, and from the drawings of fey creatures, I gathered this story was an account of how one of the ancient Wild Hunts of Fairy had been slaughtered.  Selene had used their lifeforce and magic as a catalyst to evolve from dragon-maiden to dragon-goddess. 
 
    I wonder how many centuries ago all that was?  I could ask Selene but I didn’t know if she’s touchy about it.  I’ll ask Colt. 
 
    I went to the shelves and picked out a few books that dealt with various human and fey magic systems.  Taking the books to a wingchair, I settled in for some research as I waited.   
 
    Reading, I heard an explosion.  The entire mansion rocked but held together.  I thought of Xan and Selene trying out their swords at the ice rink and wondered if it was still there.   
 
    I turned a page and saw a glyph I recognized.  The Elvan symbol for shadow.    
 
    If only I could read this… 
 
    I spotted a magnifying glass on a circular end table beside my chair.  The gold handled lens gleamed in the light of an antique lamp with a stained-glass lampshade in primary colors with an occasional leaf of green.  On impulse, I picked up the magnifying glass and felt a charge in it of stored magic.  I held the lens over the page and the glyphs wiggled, distorting into English script. 
 
    Now that is handy.  It’s almost as if this moment needs to happen and is being helped along by Fate.  
 
    I lost myself in reading about the royal magic of the Shadow Court.  The approaches it outlined were considerably different from those Lauphram had been teaching me.  Well, that was natural; his knowledge was demon-based, not derived from the fey.  One section caught my attention: Shadow is more than the absence of light.  It is the light of a universe that has never known any other kind. The shadows of the lit worlds act as a gate for those calling on the Goddess of Tartarus.   
 
     I set the book and the lens aside and thought on the implication that demon shadow magic and the fey variety might tap into the same hell-dimension for power.   That meant that a fusion of demon and fey shadow magics might open possibilities neither system possessed on its own. 
 
    There was something I needed to try.  I stuck a hand under the end table, into a patch of shadow, and I pulled on it the way I’d been learning to do with other people’s magic.  After a moment the air around my hand thickened, as if I were reaching into cold gel.  Sliding low in the chair, I looked under the table at my hand.  It was half shadow, my fingers transparent like smoke quartz.  I was touching something outside any world I knew. 
 
    Gotta do something about the headband. There’s no way I can let myself forget this.   
 
    I closed my eyes, pulling the shadow-force into my body.  I visualized it flowing to my heart and rising from there to my head.  I held the image of the shadow as a dark star that burst, expanding as a ring so it broke the skin around my head just under the headband, a form of protective insolation.  I reached up with one hand, keeping the other half extended into elsewhere.   
 
    The silver band came off easily.  And all my recent memories slipped away as well except for a flash of Mira in the Forest of Dire Doom and Xan in a guy’s dirty school uniform.  I seemed to know their names and held a burst of warm feelings for them, but details were fuzzy. 
 
    Who are they exactly?  Where did I pick these images? 
 
    I became aware of two things in the same moment.  The silver headband in one hand, and my hand under the table feeling an icy bite. 
 
    Why the hell am I sliding out of this chair?  Wait, my fingers where did they go?  I pulled my hand to me and the icy feeling of deep shadow magic faded.  Did I access shadow in some new way that cost me memory?  And what the hell is up with this silver headband?  It has a feel of ice magic to it. 
 
    I pushed myself up in the chair and saw the book with the magnifying glass on it.  Looking for answers, I dropped the band in my lap and picked up the book.  The page was Elvan except under the lens where it was magically translated.  I read.   
 
    A fey discourse on Shadow Magic.  I have the feeling that something I read here pushed me into a breakthrough.  Obviously, I need to reread this, but not try to actually use it yet.  The bugs aren’t all worked out. 
 
    Finishing the section on shadow magic, I put the glass and book aside.  I picked up the silver headband.   
 
    Am I supposed to be wearing this for some reason? Hey, where the hell am I?  This isn’t Lauphram’s library. 
 
    I jumped out of the chair, concerned I might be someplace where I might not be wanted.  It was possible I’d been sent to steal a rare volume but had a magical accident and had forgotten my mission.  That meant there might be guards around who might want to kill me.   
 
    Too bad I don’t have some magical method of hiding my presence. 
 
    Halfway across the library, toward the door, a red-copper portal swelled open in my path.  I collided with someone stepping out and we both went down.  The silver headband rolled out of my hand and settled near me.  I shook with jags of current crawling over me, jangling my nerves.  
 
    Damn.  It’s like that portal’s trying to kill me. 
 
    “Dad, you all right?” 
 
    I pushed off the floor and stared into the face of a teenager.  His eyes were red-copper like the portal, his hair midnight-red.  “Who are you?” 
 
    His stare glanced to my forehead, then the headband on the floor.  “Ah, that came loose did it.  Put that back on and your memories will come back.” 
 
    “My memories?”   
 
    Better to have them than not, I suppose.   
 
    Since this guy looked like my ride out of here, I took a chance and put the headband on.  My recent memories surged in, locking into place.  I remembered the current mission through a haze of vertigo that I willed away. 
 
    “Weasel?”  I stood. 
 
    Colt got his legs under him, rising to join me.  “Gloria’s intercepted him.  They’re at a bar frequented by supernaturals in L.A.  I suppose you already know how you’re going to take him out?” 
 
    “I’ve had a lot of time to think about it.  First, I’m going in with my Demon Wings active.  I want to know if his magic will let him sense me coming.” 
 
    “Don’t play around too much.  He’s fought his way up the ranks of a demon clan.  He has to have some serious skills.” 
 
    I grinned.  “I’m touched by your concern.” 
 
    “I’m just saying, you die, and I don’t get born.  That would really piss me off.” 
 
    I dropped the smile.   “I don’t abandon those who’ve stood by me.  Trust me.” 
 
    “You say that far too easily, but fine.  Let’s go.”  He grabbed my arm and pulled me into the portal.  At the same time, I pulled a little power off him, using it to power up my tatt.  As the portal extended itself through the cosmic ether, the end in the library closed.  
 
    “We’re not getting Julia in on this?” I asked. 
 
    “Mom’s taking her in.  I couldn’t talk her into leaving this entirely to us.” 
 
    “’Course not.  Who wants a perfect world.” 
 
    Another complication. 
 
    The portal opened and Colt let go of me, stepping out onto a street corner.  I followed, for once not getting thrown on my ass by the portal with attitude.  I grinned as the portal closed.  My Demon Wings tatt had confused it. 
 
    The sky was just darkening with evening, only a few stars out.  The traffic sounds were strange, having been out of my life for so long.  The downtown towers were familiar enough though.   
 
    “Go on in.  I won’t be far.”  Colt dissolved in a red-copper mist filled with whirling star-points.  The nebula thinned to nothing and was gone.  A few passing pedestrians had stopped to stare.  
 
    I left them staring at empty sidewalk as I moved unseen toward the front door of the bar. 
 
    There wasn’t anyone on the door, screening customers, taking cover charges.  The place didn’t look fancy.  The windows were blocked so I couldn’t look inside, displaying neon beer signs instead.  A big oak monstrosity of a front door sheltered under an emerald awning.  Gold writing on the awning said: Roney’s Roost: A Pub for the Whole Family. 
 
    Could be a fey operation.  Hiding among humans, there are fey who can’t go home for one reason or another.  
 
    I felt a brush of magic, a warding spell meant to send mere humans somewhere else to drink.  It had no effect on me.  I opened the door and stepped inside, catching a chair in the face.  There seemed to be a brawl in progress involving a half dozen patrons.  I brushed pieces of broken chair off me and looked toward the thick of the fight.   
 
    Selene and Julia were there, of course, pummeling the hell outta a huge half-troll guy with a leprechaun trying to bit off his ear.   
 
    Gloria had Weasel pinned back against the bar, a sword to his throat.  She’d dyed her hair blonde.  It suited her well. 
 
    Xan sat on the bar, hogging a bowl of pretzels, talking to a blond bartender in bowtie, long sleeves, and vest who stared back in fascination.   
 
    Colt was off by a wall-mounted TV, watching a prerecorded Formula One race.  He looked completely enraptured. 
 
    I grinned.  Fun for the whole family! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    “Is it my fault you didn’t see 
 
    Death coming?  Hell, yeah!” 
 
      
 
                                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Selene touched the half-troll’s black Raider’s jersey with the flat of her palm.  Crimson lighting crawled over her hand.  The half-troll was lifted out of his sneakers and blasted ten feet backwards to sprawl on a table, on top of a couple patrons too slow to get out of the way.  The table collapsed under the weight.   
 
    The shock value of the electrical discharge—the possibility of more coming—stalled out the fighting.  Sensibly, everyone rushed the bar for a beer refill instead.  This gave me an open path to Selene, Julia, and the leprechaun who picked himself up off the floor, shaking out the wrinkles in his emerald green suit.   
 
    Selene smiled at Julia.  “See, I told you I spoke fluent troll. 
 
    Julia nodded.  “I’m impressed.” 
 
    “The secret is to get the troll’s attention before anything else.”  She glanced at the creature.  “Even if that attention is held only a moment, meaningful communication is still possible.” 
 
    Selene wore a tight crimson dress with very little skirt, and crimson poppies in her piled hair.  Her long legs were worth a long look and an invitation to much more.  The three-and-a-half-foot, wobbly leprechaun obviously thought so.  He staggered near Selene, which “accidentally” brought him to the gates of paradise with a perfect up-the-skirt view.   
 
    Julia stepped in and pistol-whipped him across the back of the head.   
 
    Ah, Julia speaks perfect leprechaun. 
 
    The leprechaun dropped to the floor, dead to the world.   
 
    I gut-stomped on him as I passed Julia and Selene, still cloaked by my Demon Wings tatt.  Useful thing. 
 
    I should have gotten this tatt years ago.  It would have saved me from so many beatings. 
 
    I went on to the bar where everyone gave Gloria a lot of room.  A crazy vamp girl with a sword wasn’t something anyone wanted a part of.  Weasel had a faltering smile on his lips though Gloria’s sword point hung at his throat.  He wore a disguise spell that smelled of peanuts and gingerroot.  Instead of the beady black eyes and furry, whiskered face I remembered, he looked blandly human, the better to go unnoticed—except for the tan-and-lavender shirt with the giant sea turtle on it.   
 
    “I’m not sure what I’ve done to offend you,” Weasel said.  “Perhaps you can put the sword away and we can talk about it.” 
 
    “That charm in your hand,” Gloria said, “It wouldn’t be a compulsion charm would it?  You weren’t intending to roll my mind and have your way with my body, were you?” 
 
    Weasel took pains to look highly offended at the suggestion.  “Not at all!” 
 
    She’s playing with her food.   
 
    The killer intensity never left Gloria’s face.  “So, you don’t think I’m pretty enough to mind-fuck?”   
 
    She was beautiful enough to give a stone Buddha a stiffie.  Gloria wore the black dress with the red-mist lace outer layer that I’d seen before at the pool party.  She didn’t even need vampire pheromones to pull in prey; her attraction was all natural. 
 
     “It’s not that,” Weasel said. “I’m highly attracted, captivated even, I promise you, but you have it wrong; this is just a detection charm.”  He waved a piece of cardboard with a blood-stamped hexagram on it.  Some black hair was taped to the card.  Probably some of my hair. 
 
    This was how he’d found me before.  Thin curls of black smoke wafted off the card; it knew I was here.  Weasel knew it too.  While talking to Gloria, his eyes were scanning the room, hunting me.   
 
    Fortunately, knowing I was here and seeing me were two different things.  
 
    “What?” Gloria asked.  “You think I’m an undercover cop running a sting operation?” 
 
    “Never crossed my mind.  Are you?”  His lack of fear over the sword told me he was no stranger to vampire games.  He didn’t look worried at all.   
 
    Idiot. 
 
    I reached up and wrapped my hand over Gloria’s sword hand.  This brought her inside my spell, so she knew I was there.  It also took her out of Weasel’s perception.  From his perspective, she and the sword vanished into thin air.   
 
    I shoved Gloria’s hand hard so the sword bit deep in Weasel’s throat.  He gurgled.  Blood spurted.  His eyes widened as at last he saw me.  Gloria’s reflexive training kicked in; she converted the stab into a slash that opened the front of his throat to the spine.   
 
    Weasel slumped to the floor, lying dead at the base of the bar, between two empty barstools.  I dismissed the Demon Wings spell and became visible.   
 
    Gloria dipped low and wiped her sword off on Weasel’s Hawaiian shirt.  Seeing me, Xan crawled on top of the bar over to where I was.  She looked down at the body, at the bloody shirt.  “That’s awful.  I wouldn’t be caught dead wearing that.” 
 
    Gloria stood up and handed me the charm Weasel had carried.  “An old witch’s trick.” 
 
    “A lot of witch spells were taken from demon magic, not that they admit it,” I said.  “That’s why witchcraft bends hard to black and not to white magic, usually.”  I gave the dead body a hard kick.  “Try and kill me, you fuzzy rug!” 
 
    Not that I’m vindictive. 
 
    “Do we need the body,” Gloria asked, “or does it need to disappear?” 
 
    Selene, Colt, Zahra, and Julia joined us, with no sign of Colin anywhere.  “Where’s the ice prince?” I asked. 
 
    “Laying down for a while, recovering on the Red Moon.  Apparently, the iced-over pool exploded and he was bounced off a wall.”  Julia looked at Xan and Selene.   “I never did get the whole story.” 
 
    Xan and Selene displayed angelic features which told me they’d been playing rough, had gotten out of hand, and weren’t about to admit it. 
 
    Poor Colin.  He’s going to miss all the fun. 
 
    I held out my hand to Gloria.  “Can I borrow that sword for a while?” 
 
    She held it out to me, hilt first.  “Sure.” 
 
    I took it in hand.  “Gloria, want to come slumming among demons for a while?” 
 
    “In for a penny, in for a pounding.  Let’s go.” 
 
    I picked Weasel up by his bloody collar, letting his feet drag the floor as I walked away from the bar.  The patrons must have been used to bloody excess.  Playing it safe, none of them looked our way, probably happy to see us go.   
 
    Near the door, I stopped.  “Colt, we need a portal to the Clan House’s Great Hall.  Lauphram’s usually there this time of night for the shift change of guards and for the launching of covert missions.” 
 
    “Sure.”  A disc of red-copper light expanded.  We went through.  The view of the bar closed.  The forward section of portal irised open and we emerged in the Great Hall.  The portal tried to trip me up by snagging the body I dragged, but I expected it and at the last second, a pop of speed got me out without trouble.  The portal did get to keep one of Weasel’s shoes, not that I cared.  The disc closed behind us and dwindled away. 
 
    We stood ten feet in front of the throne dais where Lauphram sat in all his bald blue splendor.  He wore leather pants, boots, and a puffy teal pirate shirt. 
 
    Demon guards rushed toward us with weapons drawn, alarmed at our sudden appearance in a place that was supposed to be magically warded to prevent just this kind of intrusion. 
 
    I swung Weasel forward so his body flopped on the floor, near the dais.   
 
    Lauphram stared at Weasel but didn’t really seem surprised. 
 
    “Lord Lauphram,” I cried.  “I call upon you for the Justice of the Clan.”  I stepped out, knelt, and pushed the sword ahead of me so I was unarmed.  Gloria and the rest knew enough not to move as demon warriors, bristling with weapons, surround us.   
 
    Lauphram held up a hand in response to my words.  He called to his warriors.  “Hold.  A clansman has called for his rights, which is the privilege of us all.  Our visitors will be heard.  It is clan law.” 
 
    “My Lord!”  Kaden’s voice burst across the Great Hall as he rushed into the sprawling space, his boots pounding the floor as he ran.  “Beware the lies of the halfling.  The murderer only wants a chance to destroy you and claim your throne as his own.” 
 
    “Not now,” I said.  “Maybe next week.” 
 
    Lauphram grinned at that, then wiped away the expression, rising to the seriousness of the occasion.  “I will not be defied.  I have said my son can have a hearing, sissy hippie headband or not.” 
 
    Asshole. 
 
    He made a motion for me to rise.  “I assume you have some explanation for the body that’s leaking on my floor?” 
 
    “He came after me with others.  An attempted assassination.  As the heir to the clan and the injured party, I claim his position as the head of the Covert Ops.”  
 
    Kaden stopped close to Weasel’s body, flaming armor and sword alive with tongues of wagging flame.  He’d come ready to kill.  Few demon warriors wore their battle gear in-house until trouble loomed.  He stared at me, flames leaping from his eye-sockets, unable to ignore my existence this time.  
 
    “He lies.”  His booming voice exploded over us, with an edge of desperation.  If I proved treason by Weasel, it was a very small step to him next.  “Or he is in the control of these strangers, under some spell that has convinced him of what others would have you believe.  Where is his proof?” 
 
    Lauphram’s stare moved to my friends behind me.  “An interesting point.  We should certainly know who is accepting our hospitality.”  The Old Man’s eyes found me again.  “Boy, aren’t you going to introduce your playmates?” 
 
    “Most of them are time travelers and the less that is known of them, the better for the temporal integrity of the multiverse.” 
 
    Kaden laughed at that.  “Such absurdity!” 
 
    Zahra stepped out to join me.  She bowed formally to Lauphram.  “I have given you proof of our origin.  How are your investments doing?” 
 
    That’s right.  When she bargained for his blood, she gave the Old Man some stock tips. 
 
    “Very well, thank you.  You are a powerful seer.  A time traveler though?  That’s harder to believe.” 
 
    From the sound of swelling voices, and more and more footfalls echoing in the Great Hall, I knew we were drawing a large crowd.   
 
    Undaunted, Xan came up to stand beside Zahra and me.   
 
    Kaden stared at Xan with narrowed eyes.  Her blue skin, so similar to the Old Man’s, probably put him on edge, maybe smelling a connection. 
 
    “Summon your storm sword,” Xan ordered. 
 
    Lauphram shrugged.  “Sure, why not.”  He stood in front of his throne, lifting a hand high into the air.  Blue light hazed the air over him as a massive blue-crystal sword materialized.  The Old Man seized the hilt.  Compared to his massive size, the sword no longer looked huge. 
 
    It’s all about scale and comparisons. 
 
    Xan asked, “How many such Ancient Atlantean swords are there still in the world?” 
 
    “This is the only one I’ve ever heard of,” Lauphram said. 
 
    Xan grinned at him.  “Then what’s this?”  A blue haze of light appeared as she raised her hand.  Her fingers closed on the hilt of a blue-crystal sword identical to the one Lauphram held.  “You can read its energy and know it’s the same sword.” 
 
    “That’s not possible!” Kaden objected. 
 
    “Unless the sword Xan holds is from the future,” I said. 
 
    Xan made the sword go away.  She spoke to Lauphram.  In the future, you will give me that sword.” 
 
    “Even if her sword comes from the future,” Kaden said, “why would you hand over such a treasure to a callow boy.  He will probably steal it.” 
 
    “Boy!” Xan looked ready to rip Kaden’s head off and stuff it up his ass.  “Who are you calling a boy?” 
 
     “It might just be coincidence,” Lauphram said, “since demons come in all colors, but you look like you have Atlantean blood in you, young lady.  Tell me why I would give you my sword in some distant future.”   
 
    Xan brought her glare back to Lauphram, then let her anger ghost away to nothing.  “I don’t guess it will matter much if that’s the only question I answer for you.  We do have to protect the future from dangerous changes.”  She looked to Zahra. 
 
    Zahra nodded. 
 
    Xan looked back to the Old Man.  “You can check my DNA if you don’t believe me.” 
 
    DNA? 
 
    “Not in this time period,” Selene said.  “The best they can do is check blood types.” 
 
    “Oh.”  Xan shrugged.  “Well, my blood is half-Atlantean, very close to yours.  You gave me your sword because in the future, you’ll get married, and I’m your daughter.”  
 
    Dead silence filled the hall.  Even Kaden was clubbed speechless by the revelation.  Lauphram lifted both eyebrows.  “I…see…” 
 
    Xan pointed at the sword Lauphram held.  Blue jags of lightning peeled off it and leaped to her hand.  She pulled in her hand and played with the lightning as if with a kitten.  Her grin returned even stronger.  “If you want more proof, I can always sink this island.” 
 
    “Uh, let’s not,” I said.  “This is my home.” 
 
    “I am inclined to believe you, young lady, but my son still needs to explain a few things,” Lauphram said. 
 
    Gloria came up to stand just beside me.  “I am from this time, and a witness to the death of your Beagle.” 
 
    “Weasel,” I said. 
 
    “And who are you?” Kaden demanded. 
 
    Gloria didn’t glance his way, as if he were too insignificant for attention.   
 
    I smiled. 
 
    She said, “I am the Vampire Princess.  And a friend to young Deathwalker.” 
 
    There was a beat of silence.  Lauphram asked, “Deathwalker?  Who is that?” 
 
    Guess this is something I need to own. 
 
    “That’s my new last name,” I said.  “I walk with death and give it to my enemies.”  I gestured toward Weasel’s body.  “Which brings us back to that traitorous piece of shit here.” 
 
    A black hand of shadow appeared and smacked my head.  I’d gotten used to cussing again while away from the Old Man. 
 
    “I don’t believe it!” Kaden bellowed.   “A vampire princess?” 
 
    “And my girlfriend.”  I grinned. 
 
    Who’s the stud! 
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    “Glory is achieved 
 
    one stupidity at a time.” 
 
      
 
                                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    “I’m getting bored,” Selene said.  “Can I just kill the ifrit now?”  She walked past Gloria and me.  A red haze of light extended from her hand.  It solidified into a red-crystal sword as her heels clicked on the tiles.  Seeing her coming, Kaden swept his own sword into a defensive posture. 
 
    “That’s my dessert,” I said.  “I’m saving his death for last.  He betrayed Lauphram by trying to murder me.” 
 
    “You can’t call that treason,” Kaden said.  “From the moment you were named heir—and put above me in the chain of command—I’ve had a legitimate right to advance myself by assassination.   It’s how demon clans do things.” 
 
    Lauphram rumbled from his throne, his voice heavy with menace.  “It’s not how this clan does things, not under me.  I think I’ve mentioned that before.” 
 
   
  
 

 Selene stopped just within striking distance, her red lips stretched tight across white teeth as she projected absolute menace.  “If I can’t kill him, how about I chop off an arm or leg.  He’ll survive; he’s self-cauterizing.  I’d settle for a gizzard, but then, I can’t guarantee he’ll survive the surgery.  Few of my subjects do.” 
 
    “Who in Hell’s abyss are you?” Kaden demanded. 
 
    “I know you,” Lauphram said.   
 
    “Oh, yes,” Selene said.  “We met in Atlantis.” 
 
    “I never finished introductions.”  I gazed at my foster father.  “Lord Lauphram of the L.A. demon territory, last demon of Atlantis, allow me to introduce Selene, the Red Moon Goddess.” 
 
    Selene took over her naming, her voice sharp and piercing.  “Daughter of the Red Dragon Clan, Destroyer of the Wild Hunt, and betrothed to the Final King.” 
 
    Final King?  That title’s new.  
 
    Kaden held himself still a moment, then shrugged.  “Those names mean nothing to me, slut!  I’m going to skull fuck your corpse, you slut hag!” 
 
    “Language,” Lauphram said. 
 
    I watched Selene’s whole body relax in an anticipatory wave as she surrendered herself to fury.  She became a crimson blur.  Kaden’s sword exploded.  Flaming shards of metal hailed to the tiles.  He reeled backwards, off balance, falling.   
 
    “He’s mine!” I told her again. 
 
    Selene paused to look back at me.  “He called me a hag.  A hag!” 
 
    And that’s worse than a slut? 
 
    “I have to kill a few times.  But I’ll bring him back from the dead when I’m done, so you can take a turn,” Selene offered. 
 
    “Awful kind of you,” I muttered.  With a sigh, I looked over to Lauphram.  “He did call her a slut hag.  No woman should have to put up with that.” 
 
    Except when I do it. 
 
    Some of the guards ran at Selene, weapons poised to intervene.   
 
    “I don’t think you want to make her madder,” I said.  “She really is a goddess.” 
 
    Xan threw the blue lightning she was toying with at the interfering warriors.  They went down in an extra-crispy tangle, screaming. 
 
    Lauphram nodded to himself.  “Yes, that’s my daughter.”  He raised his voice to a shout.  “Warriors of the clan, visitors, all weapons down.  The Throne of Justice has been invoked and I am pronouncing judgement.  Harken!” 
 
    The air thickened under the high cathedral ceiling. Clouds writhed out of nowhere, flashing lightning, grumbling with thunder.  A sea-salt wind shrieked overhead.  The island itself shuddered.  Lauphram’s voice dimmed to a conversational level.  “Now, where was I?  Ah, yes, Caine?  Do you have evidence of Weasel’s unprovoked attempt on your life?” 
 
    Before answering, I slanted Selene a look, wanting to be sure she was behaving.  She smiled back at me, her massive sword resting across a petite shoulder.  I looked back to Lauphram.  “I call the Clan Appraiser for testimony.” 
 
    “She wasn’t even there!” Kaden protested.  
 
    “The only way you’d know that, is if you were there, and as guilty as Weasel,” I said.  “You have just confirmed your guilt.  Thanks.”  I spoke to Lauphram.  “I never said the Appraiser was there.  I just need her expertise.” 
 
    Lauphram raised his voice against the thunder growling in the Great Hall.  “Summon the Chief Appraiser.” 
 
    We waited while runners went out, searching.  Kaden picked himself up, edging back from Selene, but freezing like a terrified bird in a dragon’s shadow when Selene fixed her gaze on him once more.   
 
    Conversation buzzed from warrior to warrior behind me.  I was glad Colt was back there.  Some of the warriors that had been with Weasel when he and Kaden attacked me might be tempted to try something shady before their participation came to light. 
 
    Lauphram pointed at Julia.  “You, young lady.  Would you happen to have a name and a curious pedigree to amuse me with while we wait?” 
 
    She came and stood between Lauphram and me, slouching, hands casually resting on her holstered six-guns. Her western cowgirl swagger was perfect.  She lifted a thumb to point over her shoulder, indicating me.  “I’m Julia.  In the future, he’s my father, and you’re my grandfather.” 
 
    “Really?”  Lauphram looked overjoyed at the news.  “I’m very pleased to meet you.” 
 
    “It won’t last,” Selene said. “When I go, I’m taking knowledge of the future with me to preserve the restored timeline.” 
 
    I shook my head in amazement. Trust the craziest one among us to act the sanest. 
 
    That news saddened Lauphram.  He sighed, leaning back on his throne.  “Well, I suppose it’s to be expected, the stability of the temporal multiverse and all.” 
 
    Damn, it is a running joke. 
 
    There was a break in the murmuring voices within the hall.  Two warriors escorted a tall, willowy nature-demon up to the edge of the dais.  She had pale green bark like a young sapling and wispy branches dangling down her back with little feathery leaves attached.  She wore round-lensed spectacles, white gloves, jeans, sneakers, and a pink sweater as well.  She bowed low in the presence of Lauphram.  “I have come to hear the voice of my lord.” 
 
    “Rhyella, my son has called for you to give testimony.” 
 
    She turned and looked at me, waiting for more. 
 
    I walked to her and pulled a throwing spike from a pocket, handing it to her.  “Watch the tip.  It’s likely poisoned.” 
 
    She took the spike from my hand.  “Few poisons work on me.  Do you want an appraisal of this?” 
 
    That was her job: to make sure the artifacts and treasures we often dealt with weren’t clever, magical fakes.  She had not only a Masters in Art History, but possessed the psychic gift of psychometry.  When touching an object with her bare hands, she could read the stored energy left there by past owners. 
 
    Rhyella stripped off a glove while we watched.  Pale green fingers caressed the spike.  Her brow furrowed slightly.  “Dark energy, a vicious will to kill.  This was recently used in an assassination attempt.”  Her gaze went from the spike to me.  “You were the target.” 
 
    I breathed easier.  I hadn’t been absolutely positive she could get all that off of the weapon. 
 
    Her gaze went to Weasel’s inanimate body on the floor.  Death had rendered him just a thing, so he was now readable to her as well though she was no telepath.  Rhyella knelt and touched the corpse with her ungloved hand.  “Yes.  The spike was his.”  She placed the spike on top of the body and looked up at me.  “That is what you wanted me to say?”  
 
    “I wanted the truth.  Now we have it.”  I gave my attention back to the Old Man.  He had all he needed. 
 
     He looked across the hall.  “Are there any who would dispute the testimony just given?”  Silence reigned as even the clouds under the ceiling stilled their voices. “Hear my judgement!  I declare the death of Weasel to be a just termination in an affair of honor.  No action will be taken against the heir.  Those involved with the assassination attempt are judged to be in blood feud to my son.  He is free to seek them out and deliver punishment. However, Kaden is exempt from retaliation.” 
 
    “Just why in fuck’s sake is that?” I demanded. 
 
    A hand of shadow formed in the air and smacked the back of my head.  The shadow faded to nothing.  “Don’t cuss,” the Old Man said. 
 
    Gloria stared.  “This shadow magic is interesting.” 
 
    “I do not need your protection, Lord Lauphram,” Kaden roared.  “If the welp wants my life, he is more than welcome to try and take it.” 
 
    “No,” Lauphram said.  “With Weasel’s death, Caine is now running Special Ops and Intelligence.  I will not have my top two department heads at war.  It’s bad for business.  Any further aggression between you two will be an act of war against me.  I will treat it as such.” 
 
    Stalemate.  I couldn’t go after Kaden, but then, he couldn’t come after me.  Lauphram would have no choice but to destroy the aggressor; the Old Man never broke his word. 
 
    At least I can go after Kaden’s men from the warehouse fight.  I have to do that still, and on my own.  I can’t have everyone thinking I need all my friends to protect me. 
 
    I picked up the sword I’d borrowed from Gloria and held it at my side as I stared at the Old Man.  “Lauphram, give me twelve hours before I officially take up that office and the protection it gives me.  Let me properly settle this current business first.” 
 
    The Old Man studied me in silence for a long moment.  “You’re giving both Kaden and his inner circle a shot at taking you out.  Why?” 
 
    “I have a lot of good friends here that have my back—for now.  My enemies are counting on the fact that they won’t be around later.  I need to secure my position by my strength, not yours, or theirs.  It is time to teach my enemies fear.  I need to do this as your heir for the strength of the clan.” 
 
    “It is brave but stupid.  Are you sure?” Lauphram asked. 
 
    I looked over at Kaden.   
 
    He smiled back, very happy to have a clean shot at me. 
 
    “I’m certain.  Twelve hours with none of the clan allowed off the island until the time is up.” 
 
    Lauphram stared at Kaden.  “Are you all right with this?” 
 
    Kaden bowed toward the Old Man and straightened.  “I am quite agreeable, but—in that this is entirely clan business—I request that the strangers in our midst be asked to leave.”  He smiled with great insincerity.  “We wouldn’t want to tempt the boy’s friends to help him cheat.” 
 
    “No,” Zahra said.   “You want to be the only one breaking the rules.” 
 
    Kaden stared at her with a look like he’d just found a wart on his dick.  “Be careful I do not break you in half.  You have not been offered the protection of clan hospitality.” 
 
    Colt walked up to join her.  “To get to her, you must go through me.”  He looked at Selene.  “And I am my mother’s son.” 
 
    Zahra clung to Colt, happy to have an excuse. 
 
    “Touch my son,” Selene said, “and I will travel back through time and kill your mother a thousand times.  Her womb will never know you.  Temporal stability be damned.” 
 
    Lauphram stood.  “Our visitors have one hour to leave the island.  The twelve hours will begin then.  When the time is up, whatever the results, the clan will return to peace and all enmity will be set aside.  Or you will deal with me.  Now, everyone, clear the hall and call housekeeping to get the body and mop up the blood.  They will not be pleased.” 
 
    Kaden bowed to Lauphram and strode away to form his plans and lay his ambushes.   
 
    The clan warriors left by various exits.  Some would back Kaden and others would stay in and watch TV. 
 
    Selene exploded in a wash of crimson and was simply gone. 
 
    Rhyella bowed to me and straightened, a slight smile on her lips.  “I look forward to working with you in the future, clan heir.”   
 
    I nodded, happy to see that not everyone around here wanted me dead. She left as my friends gathered around.  
 
    Lauphram approached, his gaze on Gloria.  “I’ve known you were in the area, but our paths haven’t crossed.” 
 
    “I am honored,” Gloria smiled up into the Old Man’s face.  “You’re bigger than I’ve heard.” 
 
    “And you are more beautiful.  Whatever do you see in my worthless son?” 
 
    “He has great potential.  His blood tells me that.”  Gloria’s smile displayed a bit of fang.   
 
    “What he is needs to remain a secret.  I hope you can keep such knowledge to yourself,” Lauphram said.  “There are still things my son is not yet ready to deal with.” 
 
    “I’m standing right here,” I muttered. 
 
    Gloria nodded a curt dismissal to the Old Man, catching him by surprise.  “I will give your warmest regards to my Grandfather.”  She strolled away to find her own way home. 
 
    The Old Man called after her.  “You do that.” 
 
    Colt, Zahra, Julia, and Xan formed a crescent behind me. 
 
    Lauphram’s stare slid across them.  His brow furrowed.  “Excuse me, who did you people say you were?” 
 
    Julia smiled at him.  “The Legion of Five.  Caine’s friends.  It was a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    “You’ll have to come back and visit when all the killing is over,” Lauphram said. 
 
    “We look forward to it,” Colt said. 
 
    The Old Man wandered off, memories of the future erased. 
 
    Selene didn’t forget what she’d promised to do. 
 
    Xan touched my arm.  “You’re sure you’re up to this?  Kaden won’t fight fair.” 
 
    “No,” I said, “but I won’t either.”   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    “Don’t believing everything is over 
 
    until all the corpses are burned.” 
 
      
 
                                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I went to the suite I shared with the Old Man.  He sat in a moss-green beanbag that was way too small for him, wearing headphones plugged into the most expensive stereo equipment this side of Mars.  The graphic equalizer display showed a bouncy song with a fast tempo being played.  An album cover on the floor next to his foot had a picture of a shaggy singer in a jean jacket.  Neil Diamond’s Hot August Night.  The Old Man’s bald, blue head bobbed as he lost himself in the music.   
 
    This was his don’t-bother-me-I’m-grooving mode.  No last words of advice or encouragement for me.  Either he’d prepared me for this moment, or I’d die. 
 
    While he was distracted, I walked to the bar and found the whiskey.  I poured a glass and slammed it back.  The mellow burn warmed all the way down.  I went to my room and shed my clothes.  A quick shower left me feeling better.  I dressed in black cargo pants and a black tee, strapped on assorted knives, and added a pouch for my fey river rocks.   
 
    I paused, noticing a box on my bed.  The box hadn’t been there before my kidnapping.  Had to be something from the Old Man.  I picked it up, opened it, and found a pair of SIG Sauer P220 semi-automatic pistols nestled in shoulder holsters.  It was neither my birthday nor Christmas; a just because present.  
 
    Fuck yeah!  Idiot of an Old Man has his good points. 
 
    I checked the action and the magazine, finding clips full of .45 ammo.  They were eight-round clips and I had two extras which went in a cargo pants pocket.      
 
    Sitting on the bed, I slid my feet into a pair of Iron Ridge hunting boots and laced them tight; just the thing for serious stomping.  I tied the sling onto my wrist and wound it up, tucking in the end so it wouldn’t dangle—until needed.   
 
    The last thing Xan had done before leaving me was to take my hand and gift me a charge of demon energy to power my Demon Wings tatt.  That meant I was now ready to roll—which was good because my hour of grace was almost up. 
 
    I left my room and passed the Old Man in his chill-zone.  He didn’t open his eyes but gave me a thumb’s up.  I nodded, continuing on to the living room balcony.  I slid the door open and retreated from view in case the outside was being watched.  And it would be.  Just like the outer hallway would be under surveillance. 
 
    I went back to the Old Man and nudged him with the toe of my right boot.  He pulled off the headphones and looked up at me from his beanbag.  A mocking smile stretched his face.  “Yes, young Deathwalker?” 
 
    “Thanks for the guns.” 
 
    “No problem.  Coming-of-age gift.  You’re a man now.  Go do what men do; kill something.” 
 
    “I will.  I’ve got a surprise for you, too.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “My kidnapers took me to Talon City for a spell tatt.  Red used that blood you donated to mix up some demon ink.” 
 
    “Not like I’ve got a problem with that.”  He lifted an arm up that had both nautical tatts and branded designs locking in spells for instant release.  “So what kind of a spell are you wearing now?” 
 
    I grinned at him and activated the Demon Wings tatt.   
 
    He nodded, putting his headphones back on.  “That will work.” 
 
    Cloaked from perception, I walked back to the balcony and out the open door.  Evening had come though the sun still bled light up into the western sky, flaming wisps of cloud on the horizon.  The spell I wore did its thing; no sniper bullets welcomed my appearance.  The spell would run until I stopped it, or it’s draw on my lifeforce became dangerous.  I had yet to test those limits but felt comfortable with the idea that I had a few hours at least.   
 
    I walked to the edge of the balcony and looked over the black metal railing.  To the left, past the Great Hall, stood the warrior’s wing. Beyond that, I could see the clan garage that held our community vehicles.  The treeline swept from behind that building, to wrap around the vast, sprawling back lawn.  A professional football game could have been played here.   
 
    The woods continued curving to the right, getting lost behind the housekeeping wing.  Housekeeping had always stayed out of clan politics.  I expected they still would.  A lot of the lower ranking warriors would also sit things out.  There were only thirty or so left that were Kaden’s main cronies.  I not only knew their faces, I had dossiers on their magic types and strengths.  I’d always known this day was coming; so had Lauphram.  That’s why he’d always given me access to his records. 
 
    I slipped over the rail that connected to the back wall of the Great Hall.  I climbed down until my feet dangled below the balcony.  Hanging by one hand, I reached over and found a crevasse in the bricks.  My boots slid down the wall, finding toe-holds to wedge into.  I let go of the railing and climbed down the brick face—the same brick face I’d often explored as a child.  There were ways around these buildings, and paths to the roofs only I’d ever traveled.   
 
    Near the ground, I hoped off the wall.  Landing, I looked around.  Still no one in sight.  I strolled toward the back woods, hoping for a sniper I could take out.  He’d likely have a mobile phone.  They’d only been out a few years now, and were a bit bulky, but Lauphram went for any new technology he thought might give his clan an edge.  
 
    I reached the woods but didn’t enter them.  A sniper wouldn’t be too deep in if he needed to watch Lauphram’s suite.  I made a point of walking the tree line looking in and up, in case someone had climbed a tree.  I heard the voice before I spotted the speaker, “Khameleon here, still no visual on our target.  How long do I have stay on station?”   
 
    I saw the clunky-looking white mobile phone first, then the white fingers holding it.  The rest of the demon was a lizard-man.  He wore no clothes, letting his skin absorb color so he matched the tree bark.  The demon had the same natural camouflage as the creature he’d named himself after.  
 
    A voice came out of the phone.  “Stay alert.  Kaden won’t forget those that open the way for him to take over the clan.” 
 
    “Fine, but it will be cold soon.  At least send out some coffee.” 
 
    “Consider it done—if I can find anyone from housekeeping not hiding.  Out.” 
 
    “Out and fuckin’ freezing.  C’mon, Caine.  Show your ass already.”  Khameleon shifted the phone to his prehensile tail and reclaimed a black rifle leaning against the tree.  I recognized the Ruger 10/22 long rifle.  A large optical scope had been added.  This demon was one of our specialists: a sniper.  He was good but he couldn’t shoot what he couldn’t see or hear.   
 
    I took aim with one of my SIG Sauer P220s and shot him between the eyes, counting on the magic enveloping me to act as a silencer for the semi-automatic so the sound didn’t travel to others.  A neat red hole appeared between his eyebrows, with a lot more blood coming out the back of his skull.  His head rode back as he fell to the ground, dead.   
 
    The rifle clattered to the ground, still unfired.  I waded into the trees and got the mobile phone.  I carried it back toward the Clan House.  I was almost there when it rang.  I stopped in the open and answered, trying to make my voice older, deeper sounding.  “Khameleon here.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s Rickert.  I’m in the kitchen.  I’ll have some coffee heading your way soon.” 
 
    “Good.  Where’s Kaden, by the way?   
 
    A long silence followed before Rickert responded.  “Uh, say again, Kham.  I missed some of that.” 
 
    He’s on to me.  Just wants to hear more of my voice to be sure. 
 
    I answered in my own voice.  “Kham can’t answer right now.  He’s dead.”  I mentally debated adding an evil laugh but before I could, he hung up.  I threw the now useless phone aside and went toward the kitchen entrance.   
 
    Hearing running steps, I paused outside the door, standing to the side.  A moment later, two burly warriors burst past me, hauling ass for the far tree line where I’d left Kham.  I shot the two in the back of the head and caught the closing door.  I didn’t need to check the bodies to be sure of my kills.  There’s a thrill when you’re on a roll and Lady Luck is all over you, slipping you tongue, groping your ass.  I had that fuck-yeah feeling. 
 
    I went into the back hallway, staring into the kitchen.  The floor under me had green-and-white tiles and the white walls had spaced-out sconces offering islands of light.  The kitchen lights were much brighter.  I smelled the baked bar-b-que chicken that had been served for dinner, and the chemical smell of cleaning agents.  My better-than-human nose had no trouble separating the scents. 
 
    I walked in with a quiet tread.  I knew I was sheathed in magic and cloaked but I couldn’t help the carefully scrunched-up posture of someone with a targeted painted on their back.  I carried my gun close to my face, pointing up.  
 
    Habit. 
 
    The main demons who ran the kitchen had taken the night off, leaving the lower-ranked workers to clean the baking trays, mop the floors, and run the commercial dishwasher.  They didn’t look up from their work, paying little attention even to each other.   
 
    One way of avoiding trouble. 
 
    It had been my way—until getting kidnapped and learning that living large gave you a lot more than mere survival. 
 
    I walked through the kitchen, into the main dining hall.  Workers were here, too, cleaning up, setting things up for breakfast tomorrow.  Not running into a lot of resistance told me Kaden wasn’t spreading himself too thin.  Doubtless, I’d find most of his people with him.  Wherever that was. 
 
    I had a sudden idea of where he would be.  The Great Hall.  With so much open space, they thought they could see me coming before I was a threat.  The openness would provide me no cover.  I could be overwhelmed quickly, efficiently.  And with Lauphram retired for the night, Kaden could sit on the throne and dream himself lord of all.  Of course, he’d have a few traps laid as well.  I had to watch out for those, feeling for highly potent magic. 
 
    Why shoot fish in a barrel when you can use dynamite? 
 
    I headed for a different side hall that would bring me out behind Lauphram’s throne.  It was the same hall that led back to the War Room, the electronic nerve center of the complex.  I paused, considered, and retreated to the War Room.  Kaden would have men monitoring the complex, using the cameras to try and find me.  I decided not to leave an enemy resource at my back, but to clear it out first. 
 
    The room’s armored door was wide open, swung inward in defiance of protocol for combat operations in progress.  Two guards were stationed in the hall.  One had an affinity for earth magic, being made of silica grit and obsidian marbles that held a roughly human shape.  Every movement he made, dust sifted from his ass and there were little grinding noises.   
 
    The second guard looked like a rubber chicken, all starved, plucked, wrinkly, and jaundiced.  He had chicken feet, a beak, and wore a bright red loincloth below a pot belly.  His eyes were ping-pong balls with tiny, black pupils.  He was more a puppet version of a chicken-demon than the real thing.  I wondered what hell-dimension had kicked him out.   
 
    It was just like Lauphram to take in other clans’ rejects, giving them a second chance.  It made our clan what it was; a can of mixed nuts. 
 
    I ducked low, angled between the guards, and rushed into the room.  The stations were mostly unmanned.  A stag-horned beetle-demon in his self-grown armor sat at a bank of monitors, watching many screens.  He had no obvious weapons except the iron spurs on his heels and his horns.  This told me he was very confident in his magic. 
 
    A female demon in the room looked mostly human, as some did, but her forehead was a yellow plate with baby-goat horns protruding.  Her green eyes had horizontal pupils—goat eyes.  She wore body armor strapped over a sheer black bodystocking, and carried a heavy battle axe of dwarven design.   
 
    Most surprising of all, she had a prisoner: Gloria.  I don’t know how they’d captured the vampire princess but she was chained, sitting in a chair in the middle of a magic circle drawn in spray-paint on the floor.  Gloria’s eyes were red stars, her teeth clenched, her sword nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Obviously not a happy camper. 
 
    If I tried messing with Gloria first, my Demon Wings spell might go down while I broke the containment circle, magic interplaying with magic.  Then, I’d be fighting an axe and magic at the same time as the outer guards who’d come in to complicate things.   
 
    An idea occurred to me that made me grin.  I went to the big vault door, squeezed between it and the wall, and kicked it shut.  The door slammed shut.  Getting my feet under me, not quite dropping on my ass, I stood and hit the lock mechanism, and went off to the side.   
 
    Gloria stared at the slammed door.   
 
    The stag-beetle demon whipped around in his chair to stare as well.  “Crikey!” 
 
    Goat-Girl clutched her axe handle tightly.  “Are those idiots out in the hall playing games?” 
 
    Without worrying about the outside guards, I lifted my semi-automatic and fired.  Goat-Girl went down hard.  I swiveled and fired.  Stag-demon died next.   
 
    Magic is good but bullets are faster. 
 
    I went over to the spell circle and shut down my tatt to avoid magical interference.  Gloria’s eyes widened as I popped out of nowhere.  She looked down and screamed.  “Look out!” 
 
    Goat-Girl wasn’t dead.  That yellow plate over her eyes had only been slightly dented by my shot.  Her teeth were bared in rage as she looked up from her sprawl on the floor.  Her fingers closed on my ankle with bone-crushing force. 
 
    I heard the rock-demon outside pounding on the steel door. 
 
    For fuck’s sake, wait your turn! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “Just fucking die, will you?!! 
 
    I’d really appreciate it.” 
 
      
 
                                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Her free hand slapped the floor, seeking the handle of her axe.  Her other hand held me in place with a level of unnatural strength that easily surpassed my own.  I suddenly understood how Gloria had been overwhelmed and captured, though it had to have been an epic fight.  Only the thick protection of my hunting boot kept my ankle from breaking.  Goat-Girl was likely from a heavy gravity hell-dimension, as if hell-dimensions needed to get worse. 
 
    Her free hand curled around her axe handle as she came up on her knees, not taking time to stand.  That put my ankle up in the air, making me a flamingo.  The razor edge of her axe-head swept up off the floor, slanting toward my lower ribs. 
 
    Double fuck! 
 
    Unconvinced my gun could put her down, I kicked with the leg I tottered on, catching the underside of the axe as I fell on my ass.  The energy of her swing, boosted by my falling kick, sent the axe high into the air, a reprieve.   
 
    But still, the bitch had my foot. 
 
    I stabbed a hand into my pouch.   
 
    She surged over me, letting go of my foot at last. 
 
    I had no time to be picky, grabbing the first stone I could.   
 
    The only reason she hadn’t fallen on me with a rain of pulverizing blows was her need to catch her axe as it fell back toward us.  The handle smacked solidly into her hand.  She grinned at me, her happy face; it was more threatening than the grimace she’d shown before. 
 
    I used a thumb to flip the river-stone into her mouth, chasing it with the force of my will so it’s luck-of-the-draw magic activated.  I knew from the electric tingle on my hand that that stone had been infused by Xan.  I expected lightning—but got a mini-waterspout.  The hydraulic force of gallons and gallons of water materializing in Goat-Girl’s mouth, blasted her jaw off, ripped apart her cheeks, and shoved her head back with neck-breaking force.  Her mouth was too full to let even a gurgle of pain escape.  She went from severe pain to dead in a moment.   
 
    Thanks Xan. 
 
    Water sprayed, drenching me as well, too much of a good thing.  Slamming backwards, Goat-Girl slapped the floor hard, cracking her skull.  Her mouth continued jetting water under extreme pressure. 
 
    I snagged her axe out of the air. 
 
    Tireless, brainless, the rock-demon outside the vault door continued to pound for entrance.  I imaged the chicken-demon out there had long fled for help.    
 
    I need to wrap up here and move on. 
 
    I reached into the pouch for another stone, seeking one with Colt’s feel to it.  I pulled it out to the sound of Gloria’s gagged mouth making anxious sounds.   
 
    I looked at her.  
 
    She looked aside.   
 
    I followed her stare and saw Goat-Girl getting up.  She wasn’t dead though her jaw dangled from one corner and her brain had to have been steam-cleaned. 
 
    Oh, come on.  Die already! 
 
    Goat-Girl grabbed her jaw and shoved it back in place.  There was a flash of yellow-orange magic and her face restored itself. 
 
    She can heal from death.  That’s just too inconvenient. 
 
    They’d made a mistake in choosing a simple containment spell instead of raising a full barrier.  A barrier would have been hard to break through to disrupt the painted lines, but a containment spell isn’t intended to keep things out, only in.  My hand smacked the activated river-stone against the outer ring of red paint.  Responding to my need, red-copper light fountained upward and down like a shaped charge of hell-fire.  
 
    Her axe in my hand and the red-copper burst of energy kept Goat-Girl back.  She raised a hand to shield her eyes from the glare.  There was no lateral shockwave to blast Gloria and me, but two holes appeared, up and down.  Pieces of floor and ceiling had dissolved.  I now had two ways out of here.  And with a big bite taken out of the spell circle, it went dead, the tingle of its magic fading from the air, a vibration missed for its absence like a lost tooth. 
 
    Thanks, Colt. 
 
    Gloria exhaled and compressed herself enough to slide free of the chains.  She leaped off the floor, to my side, ripping off her gag. 
 
    “You should have stayed with me,” I said.  I shook my head sadly.  “Letting yourself get captured...” 
 
    “Shut up and give me that axe.”  Gloria wrenched it from my hand before I could let go.  “I’ve got her.  You have places to go, people to kill, right?” 
 
    “Right.”  I moved toward the door. 
 
    Goat-Girl took a step my way.  Gloria headed her off with vampire speed, fending the demon off with the axe. 
 
    I reached the door and deactivated the lock while digging into my pouch again.  I pulled out a frosted stone. 
 
    Goat-Girl retreated to her dead companion.  She picked up the armored bug-demon to use as a shield, poking the beetle antlers at Gloria.  Now, they were both armed. 
 
    The banging on the door stopped as the rock-demon outside saw it was opening. 
 
    “You’re not going to be able to keep her dead unless she runs out of magic,” I warned Gloria. 
 
    “That just makes it interesting.  Haul ass, Deathwalker.”  
 
    The rock-demon towered in the hall, blocking the doorway.  His lifted fist was massive, cobbled together from small obsidian stones. 
 
    I held out the river rock.  “Here, a gift for your mother.” 
 
    He hesitated.  The fist opened.  He took the frosted stone off my palm.  His entire body iced over.   
 
    Thanks, Colin. 
 
    I slipped past him, wondering how many hours he’d need to thaw out.  I stole a little Earth magic from him and reignited my Demon Wings tatt as I headed toward the throne room.  I got to one of the back doors of the Great Hall as it opened, and dodged to the side, flattening to the wall so no one would accidently brush me and get pulled inside my spell.   
 
    Four demons charged past, running all out for the War Room, the last one was Chicken-Bob, the chicken demon I’d seen before.  With a pretense of courage, he led from behind. 
 
    I caught the door before it swung shut and slipped into the Great Hall.  From this back area, the hall looked even bigger than normal.  I saw the back of Lauphram’s throne, but couldn’t tell if it was being used by Kaden.  A big clump of his supporters sat along the forward and side edges of the dais, waiting for trouble to find them. 
 
    Here I come. 
 
    I walked toward the demons, not wanting to disappoint them.  I stopped, cloaked, standing at an angle where I couldn’t see Kaden.  I replaced the partial clip in the semi-automatic I’d been using with a full one.  Holstering the gun, I took out a stone that had Julia’s fire-feel.  I unwound my sling from my wrist and lodged the stone in the leather cup.  For confusion sake alone, I whirred the sling and launched the stone in a high arc so it travelled the length of the hall and out into the front foyer.  There was a distant flare of red dragon flame and the sound of a breaking window.  The front wall would burn very hot.  The defensive wards were going to have a hell of a time putting out the unnatural fire. 
 
    Leaping off the throne, Kaden yelled.  “He’s circled ‘round to the front!  Get him.” 
 
    Four demons in medieval armor, armed with broadswords, went pounding off, bloodlust in their war cries.  One of them had a purple saurian tail poking out behind him.  Another had an open back plate to accommodate giant batwings that flared open and fluttered as he took flight with a savage roar and lightening magic to lower his weight. 
 
    Rapid-firing, I took out the backs of their heads.  Just for this battle, I’d avoided letting word get out I was an expert marksman, with just about everything.  Lauphram had kept it secret, too.  My spell tatt kept the source of my gunfire from being known but they were bound to figure out my position from the entry wounds. 
 
    Kaden stumbled backwards, falling back onto the throne, his face a picture of demonic disbelief.  The rest of the demons activated their magic.  A few shields of fire formed in the air.  One demon used a kind of illusion magic to create a dozen copies of himself.  I shot the original—the one that had been in place before the others popped in—and the copies exploded into fading motes of light.   
 
    Another warrior, wearing black mesh with many pockets and a hood over a red-scaled face, leaped away from the dais and began whirling a length of black chain with a weigh on the end, some kind of ninja weapon.  He rotated as he let the chain play out and orbit him.  “He’s close,” Ninja-guy yelled, “using magic to hide himself.” 
 
    You got that right! 
 
    Kaden’s behavior bothered me; he was too passive, inept, letting the others have all the glory.  Then I caught a sort of flicker along his hair line.  The fire streaming up from his eyes was a little to stylized. 
 
    A recycling illusion.  Kaden left that fake as bait to draw me in.  I looked at the two demons with fire shields.  Kaden’s got to be one of them.  Or maybe not.  I shouldn’t lock into a bad decision. 
 
     The two warriors using fire magic shot columns of crackling orange out, probing randomly for me, trying to get lucky.   
 
    I went around the dais, using the throne for shelter while I tried to figure out what Kaden was up to.  Peeking out, I saw a sea-demon with a bibulous head and neck tentacles.  He belched a cloud of wet ink.  Fortunately, this worked against his side.  Sometimes I benefit from dumb luck and the incompetency of others.  “Cut it out,” one of the fire-demons yelled.  “That’s not helping.” 
 
    The sea-demon shrugged.  “I thought I could get him to leave inky footprints.” 
 
    Thanks for the idea.  I concentrated as never before.  If ever my shadow magic needed to respond properly… 
 
    Two-dimensional shadows appeared on the dais’ far side.  I added a line of them, as if someone was walking straight for the fake Kaden.   He pointed at the black boot prints.  “There he is!” 
 
    Demon fire washed in and obliterated the spot they thought I occupied. 
 
    “Did we get him?”  Ninja-guy stopped his chain by lifting his hand and letting his weapon coil around his arm, wrap after wrap. 
 
    Another warrior yelled, “Fuck if I know.” 
 
    I released the shadow magic, dissolving the prints. 
 
    “Pull back the fire.  Go in and feel around for something hot and crispy,” a fire-demon ordered.   
 
    That guy had a definite air of command.  I was leaning toward this being Kaden in disguise, playing games like some damn fey. 
 
    The attacks ceased.  The flames vanished.  The air over the dais was clearer than where the ink cloud thinned.  The demons peered at the dais.  The sea-demon jumped onto it and crawled around, patting the tiles.  “Nothing here,” he said. 
 
    “Fuck!” Kaden-Maybe said. 
 
    Ninja-guy said, “That means he’s still active.” 
 
    Kaden-Maybe yelled, “Everyone onto the dais.  Spring the trap!” 
 
    What kind?   
 
    I didn’t think I’d like finding out.  I holstered my guns and jumped flat-footed, putting my recent obstacle course training to work, scaling the back of the throne.  I trusted my Demon Wings spell to cover the noise I made.  Hanging on, I looked over the top of the throne, peering down on everyone.  They’d all rushed the dais, jumped on, and now—jumped off again, laughing.   
 
    Damn.  I’ve been suckered. 
 
    Kaden-Maybe shed his disguise, becoming Kaden-For-Sure. The armored ifrit spoke a phrase of demon magic, completing a spell that had obviously been left on hold until now.  His words hung in the air, curdling it like the sea-demon’s ink cloud.  Cold winds whirled above the dais as black ice covered it and creeped up the throne I clung to.  It wasn’t natural ice—that would never have obeyed an ifrit.  It occurred to me that the ice wasn’t the point, maybe a side-effect of the spell. 
 
    He’s doing something with space itself.  This is chaos magic.  He’s shifted the dais’ sympathy to match some hell-dimension.  A banishment spell.  There will be a barrier around the dais now so I can’t escape.  Wherever I’m being sent, they must plan on it being worse than death or this spell would have been immediately lethal.   
 
    I’ve probably only got moments left… 
 
    I slide down the back of the throne, landing on the dais where the demons were out of sight.  Soon, they’d be out of sight and reach forever…unless...  I dug into my pouch, needing the strongest magic—Colt’s.  I pulled out two of his stones, holding one in each hand.  I jumped toward the back edge of the dais, fists extended to hit the barrier first.   
 
    Here’s hoping I don’t blow my fingers off. 
 
    I released the stored magic.  
 
    Red-copper lightning crackled up my arms, blinding me.  My hands felt like I was feeding them into a sausage-grinder.  I’d been hit with lightning and had shown a bit of immunity to its effect.  That didn’t mean this blinding agony was fun.  My momentum slammed my whole body into the magic barrier.  There was a moment when intense heat alternated with absolute cold, and I thought I’d shatter mid-air. 
 
    And then I was through, off the dais, lying face down on the floor.  I smelled smoke, probably me, as dark wings beat inside my head, consciousness thinning, breaking… 
 
    Oh, mother-fuck, does it hurt! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    “You like pain so much, have of mine.” 
 
      
 
                                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I heard warriors running around the dais, avoiding the area where the spell still dissolved.  There were micro-moments of darkness as if my awareness strobed like dance club lighting. 
 
    Stay awake.  Focus, or your body will go into survival mode and shut down the tatt to keep you conscious.  That will get us killed. 
 
    Us?  Who the fuck is us? 
 
    Golden eyes opened and glowed in the back shadows of my mind.  This voice went with the eyes.  Whatever the hell this part of me was, it made sense and was on my side. 
 
    “Something’s there, flickering in and out.”  That was Ninja-guy. 
 
    “It’s like he’s dragging himself back to this dimension by sheer force of will.  I thought this kid was supposed to be weak!”  That sounded like squid-face. 
 
    “Shut up.  He dies, or you do.”   
 
    Fuck you, Kaden. 
 
    The golden eyes pulled the red-copper lightning out of me, replacing it with a reserve of soft, golden energy that felt like a second soul.  Maybe it was.  I felt like some vital element I’d never known had finally awakened to complete me.   
 
    My Demon Wings tatt stabilized with the new infusion. 
 
    Weird.   
 
    “He’s gone!” squid-face yelled. 
 
    “Did he get sucked into the hell-dimension after all?” Ninja-guy asked. 
 
    “I can’t be that lucky,” Kaden said. 
 
    I forced myself to breathe deeply and roll away from the dais before anyone blasted around with more fire.  I couldn’t quite stand yet, so I kept flopping, getting distance.  Sure enough, Kaden and the other fire-user pounded the tiles where I’d flickered with their hottest flames.  The air in the Great Hall had a smoky taste and haze. 
 
    I reached for my SIG Sauer P220 but couldn’t quite get it unholstered.  My fingers were unresponsive, twitchy, and they fucking hurt.  I made myself look at them.  My hands were burnt, the fingers swollen and useless.   
 
    Not good. 
 
    Experimentally, I pulled that golden light through my body and felt it braiding with my shadow magic in unexpected harmony.  I concentrated raw magic in my hands.  Some of the pain went away.  I sensed healing start but didn’t know how long that would take. 
 
    I need my hands now! 
 
    Slumped invisibly on the floor, all I could do was wait.  Remembering I had all night for this game nudged me out of impatience.  My gaze caught on the burned bit of leather still tied to my right wrist.  I’d lost Mina’s gift but smiled, remembering her in the woods, lifting the Bird Banger toward the fey pig.   
 
    I was probably crazy, but I imagined her words coming to me: Wolf Friend, never fear disaster.  Wait.  Wait.  The time of blood always comes around. 
 
    Hell, yeah, it will.  Thanks Mira. 
 
    After a few minutes, I seemed able to loosely close my hands. 
 
    A fresh group of armored demons had been drawn to the front foyer.  One of them used water magic to kill the fire I’d started out there.  They came into the Great Hall and milled with those already standing around.  Updates were made; news passed around.   
 
    A semi-armored demon with a spiked helmet and chain-vest used a gravelly voice.  “We got word that the vamp slut killed Stag-man and Sniper.” 
 
    No, I got Sniper. 
 
    “Messing with vampire royalty will keep backfiring,” Ninja-guy said. 
 
    “We need her to force Caine to surrender himself,” Kaden rumbled.  “Don’t let her get to a phone or we’ll be ass-deep in a vampire war.” 
 
    Idiot.  She’s probably got magic resources you should be more concerned over.  Probably send a bat with a note around one foot. 
 
    Squid-guy said, “If Lauphram hears about this—” 
 
    With a flaming fist, Kaden smashed him to the floor.  “I’m not going to tell him.  Are you?” 
 
    Many of the demons promptly said no.  I took mental note of the ones like Ninja-guy that kept silent.  Some of them had reservations about this whole thing.  They clearly didn’t like keeping secrets from the Clan Lord.  If I could spare some of them, switching them to my side, I’d have demons in the clan spreading word about the night of my terrible vengeance. 
 
    Becoming a living legend is easier with witnesses. 
 
    The Chicken-Bob approached with his mobile phone in hand.  His bright red loincloth seared the eyes.  He scurried up to Kaden.  “First Sword!” 
 
    “What is it?” he rumbled. 
 
    “Report from the garage.  The vampire bitch stole a Bentley T1 and is headed for the coast.” 
 
    “That’s my car!” Kaden screamed.   
 
    Chicken-Bob wagged the phone.  “The boys want to know if they should chase her down and run her off the road or—” 
 
    “Hell, no!  That’s my car.  Call ahead to one of our casinos, have them jump her—once she’s parked and walking away from my car.” 
 
    “On it!”  Chicken-Bob walked away, talking into his phone.   
 
    Ninja-guy stooped and picked up the river rocks I’d used to escape the banishment trap.  He stared at them, turning them round and round, then stood, feet wide, ready for action.  “If I were Caine, I’d try getting back to Lauphram.  Our jumping the gun and creating an incident with the vampires will give Caine leverage on calling things off at this point and having action taken against us.” 
 
    Kaden looked at the demon, considering.  “You think Caine has had enough?” 
 
    Ninja-guy shrugged.  “How much vengeance does a thirteen-year-old boy need?” 
 
    A lot more than this.  I’ve got years of abuse to get out of my system. 
 
    “We’ve still got Tina from housekeeping watching the Clan-Master’s suite, right?”  Kaden waited for an answer. 
 
    “If you say so,” the other fire-user said.  “I could go check, but it’s going to be hard for any of us to tell where he is, hidden by magic.”  
 
    “When did he get that power anyway?  And what other tricks are up his sleeves?” Ninja-guy asked. 
 
    “People, don’t lose your belly-fire now,” Kaden said.  “We’ll figure something out.” 
 
    Ninja-guy said, “Something else occurs to me.  He’s been shooting our guys.  Head shots.  One of our guys was a flying target.  It doesn’t look like he’s missed.  When did he get that good with a gun?” 
 
    I grinned to myself, working my fingers, willing the flexibility to return.  Wouldn’t you like to know? 
 
    Kaden stood immobilized by thought.  I could almost hear the tiny wheels turning, the gears heating up in his head.   
 
    Careful, you’ll hurt yourself.  That’s what I want to do. 
 
    Kaden sighed.  “It’s possible I’ve been blinded a little by my own assumptions.  I’m big enough to admit that.” 
 
    When you have to. 
 
    Kaden turned around, his stare catching everyone’s eyes.  “Despite mistakes, we can’t panic or relent.  We’re in the middle of a campaign.  We started strong.  We need to finish strong.  If it falls apart now, I’ve lost everything.  If I lose everything, so do you.  Do we really want Caine taking over Covert Ops and getting the people and power he needs to look into our business?  He’ll bust us on every extortion racket we’ve got going.  He’ll turn up the deals Lauphram hasn’t been getting cut into.  This is the fight of our lives, for our lives!” 
 
    Damn, he sounds like a high school coach.  Rah!  Rah!  Let’s win this thing!  I can kinda see how he’s climbed up this far. 
 
    I got to my feet.  I didn’t worry about Gloria.  I wasn’t going after her.  She was forewarned.  They weren’t going to take her again, though I did hope they’d try.   
 
    Kaden will take the heat for the fall-out with the blood-suckers.   
 
    My more immediate concern was getting more whiskey and an Atlantean healing crystal.  Only one place, really; the suite I shared with the Old Man.  Besides, I wanted to know why Tina was giving aid to the enemy.  I plodded toward a back doorway, one which lead to a back hall and a private elevator. 
 
    Tina had always been nice to me.  She’d sure crawled into my bed often enough since the maids found out just what I packed in my pajamas.  I’d never considered size important before.  It had come as a shock to find out that I’d won the genetic lottery in that respect.  “What a monster” was a phrase I’d quickly become accustomed to hearing.  There had been months living here with Kaden being particularly vicious when nocturnal activities with the housekeeping staff were all that kept me going. 
 
    I wonder how widespread the corruption is among housekeeping? 
 
    I eased out the door, opening it as little as I could manage, trying not to draw attention.  Of course, that wasn’t going to work.  I ran down to the far exit and shoved the door open, stepping back inside the kitchen to wait. 
 
    The door to the Great Hall exploded open.  Kaden and his cronies burst into the hall, ran past the elevators, and kept coming.  One of them pointing at the closing back door.  “There he goes!” 
 
    The warriors ran past me, hit the back door, and kept going.  Once outside, they began slinging magical attacks every direction, trying to hit me: watering the lawn, burning it, freezing it. 
 
    Idiots. 
 
    Lagging well behind the others, still in the hallway, Ninja-guy sauntered closer.  He was apparently smart enough not to waste himself over stupid stuff. 
 
    This guy is wasted on Kaden. 
 
    As Ninja-guy reached me, I stepped out of the kitchen with one of Colin’s frosted river-rocks in my hand—just in case.  I lightly touched the guy on the shoulder, bringing him inside my spell so he could see me.   
 
    He snapped a backfist at my face. 
 
    I didn’t move. 
 
    He stopped his fist at my face, a hair away from contact. 
 
    “Can we talk?” I asked. 
 
    He shifted his feet to angle toward me but didn’t shrug off my hand on his shoulder.  He looked at my puffy hand, unable to see the river rock in my palm.  “That’s why I can see you; we’re touching.  If we separate, I’ll lose you, right?” 
 
    “Something like that.  Listen, you’re one of many under Kaden, and honestly, your talents are being wasted.  Why not switch sides?” 
 
    “Honor.  It has always held me back.  I’m probably one of the few demons that sought out Lauphram without getting kicked out of my clan first.  They say he’s the only honorable demon out there.  He’s not, but we are rare.” 
 
    “So, you’re not opposed to a change that benefits you.” 
 
    “I think this talk is premature.  You have to survive this vendetta before you can offer anyone anything.” 
 
    “You have a point.  I just want you to think about one thing: the opportunity to do what you do best, with a great deal more freedom, and cash.  Do you really like answering to an ifrit that works against your clan leader?” 
 
    He stared into my eyes.  “You have not proved yourself to have honor.” 
 
    “I’m honest about my sins; I’m never going to have honor, but I am loyal to Lauphram and those on our side.  And I respect talent enough to pay what it’s worth to keep it.  If that’s not enough…”  I shrugged. 
 
    “I won’t change sides in the middle of a battle.  It’s against my code.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s fine.  How about you just continue giving Kaden your second best, and then when all this is done—come work for me.  I need to rebuild the Covert Ops division from scratch.  I need someone to hold things together and manage our talent while I learn the ropes.  I think anyone you bring in will respect you and follow your orders, even if I’m involved.  You think Lauphram doesn’t want this?  He named me his heir.” 
 
    “You’re damned convincing.  Let’s talk again—tomorrow.”  As he stepped back from me, I curled my fingers enough to hang onto the rock.  Our connection broken, he went outside, yelling.  “You guys find him?” 
 
    “No sign,” Kaden said.  “Little fuckers a damn ghost.” 
 
    I walked back to the elevators and took the one reserved for Lauphram’s use. The door closed on me and the car lifted.  Thankfully, there was no elevator music; I didn’t have to shoot out any speakers.  The door opened a couple levels up.  I stepped out.   
 
    The third-floor hall was empty except for a laundry cart down near the chute room.  Six-by-six, the empty space provided access to a chute for trash and another that dropped into the basement laundry that provided cleaning services for anyone willing to pay.  Only high-ranking clansmen got this for free.   
 
    The door to the chute room was open a crack.  Tina was there, peering out into the hall.  She should have been off duty by now and elsewhere. 
 
    I wonder if Kaden is paying her for this or if he just bullied her into it. 
 
    It shouldn’t have mattered, but it did.  That hot, sexy body with the light golden fur and tufted tail had shared my bed with me.  Like an oversized toy, the ermine-demon had soothed me through a few childhood fevers, and had tended me that time Lauphram’s training broke both my arms.  She’d helped me bath and pointed my dick so I could piss, and she’d discovered my monster cock, letting that secret out finally when it became too much to bare.   
 
    I’d let myself develop nearly human feelings for her. 
 
    So, how do I handle this?  What would Julia do?  She’s the touchy-feelie sort. 
 
    An idea came to me.  A grin stretched my face.   
 
    I am so damn clever, I just don’t know how I stand myself.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY 
 
      
 
    “In bed, furry demon-girls 
 
    are the best pillows.” 
 
      
 
                                                             —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Standing outside the suite I shared with the Old Man, I opened the door, pushed it in, then pulled it shut; all without going in.  I knew word had spread I’d masked my presence with magic so Tina would know the significance of an open door and not seeing me.  What she didn’t know was that her life balanced on her response. 
 
     I walked down the hall to the chute room and caught the door as it closed.  Going in, I saw Tina from the back.  She held the clunky mobile phone in one hand as she pulled the cover down for the trash chute.  Her back to me, she hadn’t seen the pause in the room door’s closing as I entered.   
 
    I eased the door shut. 
 
    She dropped the phone down the chute, removing the temptation to let others know about me.  Whatever Kaden’s people had promised or threatened, she wasn’t going along with it.  My guts unclenched.  I could let her live.  Odd, how much better that made me feel.  You’d almost think I cared. 
 
    She closed the chute and turned toward me.  I let her walk into me, grabbing her shoulders so she was pulled into my Demon Wings spell.  Her eyes got huge but there was no startled guilt there. 
 
    “Caine!” 
 
    “Hi, Tina.  Isn’t it a little late for you to still be hanging around?” 
 
    “They made me!  I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Who made you do what?”  I knew, but I wanted the details. 
 
    “They said they’d hurt my little girl if I didn’t watch out for you.” 
 
    I’d seen the toddler before, cute little demon-girl, same light golden fur as her mom, same black eyes and tail.  “You could have come to Lauphram or me.  We’d have dealt with this.” 
 
    “But they’ve got her.”  Tina’s hands were claws in my shirt, scratching me through the material.  “They’ve got Mica!” 
 
    I had no honor or morality.  There were pieces missing in what would have made me decent were I fully human.  I needed to control myself so I wouldn’t run rabid.  Lauphram had helped me develop a personal code.  I could kill an adult as easily as kicking him in the balls, but one thing on my list of things never to do was to hurt a child.  Especially a girl child capable of growing up and becoming hotter than hell.  Hell, I wouldn’t even kill the ugly kids.  That code didn’t allow me to look away while someone hurt a kid either.   
 
    “Who has her?  Do you know where?” 
 
    “One of Kaden’s whore-bitches, the one they call Viper.” 
 
    Damn.  I knew the snake-demon.  No magic, but had enough poison in her to kill a snake charmer.  She had quarters near Kaden’s over in the warrior’s wing.  Even without touching her hostage, she could belch enough poison fog in a room to kill everything breathing—except herself, immune to her own venom clouds. 
 
    My hands were better, almost normal but almost wasn’t going to cut it.  I wished I still had Gloria around for backup.  Well, I did have the Old Man.  He had the same rule I did about kids.  Under Kaden’s influence, demons were going way too far and needed to be reined in.  My vendetta could go on hold; I was taking a break anyway.  Mica was more important. 
 
    “We’re going to get her.  She’ll be all right.” 
 
    Hearing that, Tina fell against me, burying her head against my chest.  I held her and let her cry.  She’d been holding it in quite a while.  After a minute or two, she pulled herself together and wiped her eyes.  “Sorry.  What do you need me to do?”  The good thing about being a lesser minion in a demon clan was that she knew how to take orders and leave the big picture to others. 
 
    “I’m going to get the Old Man in on this.  Go to your quarters, get your girl’s favorite stuffed toy, and come back to the suite.  We’ll all go together to get Mica while hidden by my magic.” 
 
    She nodded and hurried way.  I followed her out into the hall.  She went to the elevator as I went into my suite.  Lauphram was no longer chilling to his music.  I found him in the kitchen crumbling chili-cheese chips into a bowl of chili that already had onions and shredded cheddar cheese piled on. 
 
    He looked up as I stood in the entrance to the kitchenette. 
 
    “You can see me?” I asked. 
 
    “See and feel you.  You’re standing on my shadow.” 
 
    I looked down and saw the usual flooring was gone, covered with black shadow; his magic at work.  Shadow magic connected us so my spell included him.   
 
    Neat trick. 
 
    “I didn’t know you could do that,” I said. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure myself.  Apparently, I’m not vulnerable to your magic.” 
 
    “I’d never lift my hand to you.  Unless you got me really pissed off and I thought I could get away with it.” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve always appreciated about you, Caine.  You’re utterly honest about your evil.” 
 
    “We all need our weakness to challenge us.  Listen, something’s come up that needs your attention.” 
 
    “I can’t interfere with the challenge between you and Kaden.” 
 
    “I know.  This is something else.  A child under your protection is in danger.” 
 
    He became rigidly still, his eyes hazing with blue electric fire.  “All right.  I’m in.” 
 
    “Can you loan me a healing crystal for a few minutes?” 
 
    “Sure, just a minute.”   
 
    He trudged off and returned in under a minute, handing me a finger-length of blue crystal.  I wrapped my fingers around it, one hand at a time, using an Atlantean word of power to energize the stone.  While I did this, he worked on his chili, listening as I brought him up to speed.   
 
    “When Tina gets here, I thought we’d all go get Mica.  If Viper’s poison breath is let loose, your storm wind can protect us while Tina grabs her kid.” 
 
    “What will you be doing?” Lauphram asked. 
 
    “What do you think?  I’m your heir.  That makes me your executioner as well.” 
 
    He nodded.  “Yes, it does, but this is only a capital offense if the child has been harmed.  If the child is fine, just shoot Viper in the kneecap. That’s enough of a message: you don’t make war on children and you don’t use them for leverage or shields.” 
 
    “I will send that message.”   
 
    My hands felt better, a tingle with ancient demon magic.  I handed him his crystal back.  He put it in a kitchen junk drawer.  As he finished his bowl, a knock sounded from the door.  “It’s Tina.  She’s alone,” Lauphram said. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “My shadow is out there, too.  I know so much more about what’s going on than people realize.  Their ignorance is my edge.  You should learn from my example.” 
 
    All praise to your glorious self! 
 
    “Fine, but I’m not shaving my head.”  I opened the door. 
 
    Clutching a small black-and-white panda, Tina stood there, the light of faith and courage ignited in her eyes, iron in her spine as she depended on my ability to save her daughter.  Except she was looking past my shoulder, at Lauphram.   
 
    “We’ll get Mica back,” he told her.  “Depend on me.” 
 
    She smiled in pure relief, still ignoring me.  “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    I snatched the panda out of her hands.  “Wait there.  I’ll be just a minute.” 
 
    “T-that’s Mica’s favorite!” Tina said.  “What are you doing?” 
 
    “You want your daughter saved?”  That shut her up.  I turned and took the stuffed bear into the kitchenette to where only Lauphram could see me work.  I took a knife to the bear’s soft ass, stabbing deeply.  For some reason, that made me feel a lot better.   
 
    The Old Man looked mildly surprised.  He spoke gently, “Ever consider years of intensive therapy?” 
 
    “Shut-up.”  I pulled two river rocks from the pouch; one of Xan’s, and one of Colin’s.  I stuck a finger up the ass of the bear to push back some stuffing and poked the stones inside.  With my finger removed from the hole, you could only see the tear and a little white fluff.  The pressure of the stuffing kept the rocks in place, adding little more weight to the bear. 
 
    I felt Lauphram’s eyes on me as I passed him.  There were questions he wanted to ask, but he restrained himself, possibly afraid of the answers he’d get.   
 
    I handed the bear back to Tina and ran through several things that could happen, trying to get her prepped for the unexpected.  “When it’s all over, you can have a breakdown and cry all you want.  It won’t matter then.  Right now, Mica’s depending on you as well as us to hang tough and follow the plan.  Ready?” 
 
    “It’s for Mica.  I have to be.” 
 
    “Good answer.”  I turned her around and nudged her into the hall.     
 
    “Do I want to know what will happen to the bear?” Lauphram murmured. 
 
    “There are casualties in any conflict,” I told him. 
 
    In a perfect world.  Damn, but this is fun. 
 
    He followed me into the hall, a patch of shadow magic moving under both of us so my stealth spell covered him.  I guided Tina toward the elevator, keeping my hand against her back to shield her.  At the elevator I hit the call button.   
 
    “If anyone checks the elevator, I’ll have my hand off of you so you’re all they’ll see.  We’ll get off the elevator and you’ll tell them you saw the door to our suite open and close by itself, and you think I’m in there.”  The door dinged open and we got on.  I continued.  “If they ask why you didn’t call, tell them the battery died in the phone they gave you; you left it upstairs.  They should ignore you after that and all rush the suite.  We’ll just go on with the plan.” 
 
    “You sound like you run these operations all the time,” she said. 
 
    “I have awesome depths,” I said.  “I can beat Kaden, you know?” 
 
    “Well…” Tina trailed off. 
 
    “Don’t bask in glory until you win the battle,” Lauphram said.   
 
    I called him everything but a loving father in the safety of my thoughts; those shadow hands of his walloped pretty hard. 
 
    He said, “Later, I want you to tell me about those stones in your pouch.  They smell of assorted magics.” 
 
    As the door dinged, opening, I pulled my hand off Tina.  From here on, she was on her own.  She stepped out and a voice yelled at her.  “You!  Hold it right there.” 
 
    Cloaked, the Old Man and I followed, letting the elevator door close. 
 
    Tina stood there, visibly trembling, clutching the stupid bear to her magnificent boobs.” 
 
    It was Squid-face that stepped up to her.  Chicken-Bob hung back, a shotgun in his hand. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Squid-face asked. 
 
    “I-I came to report, the door to Lauphram’s suite opened and closed by itself.  No one came or went.” 
 
    “You had a phone.  Why didn’t you call?” Chicken-Bob asked. 
 
    “It…the battery…died.  I thought you’d want to know about Caine.  Can I…go pee?” 
 
    Squid and chicken exchanged meaningful glances.   Squid-face said, “We need to get up there.” 
 
    “Go ahead.”  Chicken-Bob brought up his mobile phone.  “I’ll call for reinforcements.” 
 
    Squid-face backed up, grabbed his partner, and dragged him to the elevator, pushing the call button to open the doors.  “You can call on the way up.”  The doors opened and the squid shoved the chicken inside, following at once.  Looking back at Tina, Squid-face said, “You did good.  I’ll tell Kaden.” 
 
    The doors closed.  The elevator started up.  I touched Tina’s arm.  “You really did do a good job.  Your natural nervousness fooled them.” 
 
    She looked back at me with large teary eyes.  “I really do have to pee.  I almost lost it when he yelled at me.” 
 
    “By all means,” Lauphram said.  “Go pee.” 
 
    Tina hurried down the hall. 
 
    Lauphram turned toward me.  “We can spare a little time.  They’ll probably wait around in the upper hall until all of Kaden’s forces arrive.  They’ll want him to make contact and deal with me so they can get in to kill you.  They know I have to let them in, but they also know I irritate easily.” 
 
    The Old Man and I followed Tina a little slower, watching her enter the restroom.   
 
    “And when Kaden gets no answer from inside?” I asked. 
 
    “He’ll break in.  He can always claim extreme concern for my safety with you running amok all over the place.” 
 
    I nodded.  “It’s what I would do.”   
 
    As we waited outside the women’s restroom, I kept an eye out for passing warriors.   
 
    “You never see this in action movies,” I said.  “They leave out things like potty breaks unless someone’s doing cocaine and having sex in a stall.” 
 
    “Ordinary stuff is dead time,” Lauphram said.  “The only dead time I like is a good old-fashioned zombie apocalypse.” 
 
    I grinned.  “Wouldn’t that be fun right about now.” 
 
    “Won’t happen.  Fate likes to blind-side you with that kind of thing.  When you’re ready, nothing happens.”  We killed a little more time.  The door opened and Tina came out, staring round.   
 
    She whispered.  “Are you here?” 
 
    I touched her arm so she could see me.  “We’re here.  Just go on with the plan.  You’re doing great.” 
 
    “Okay.”  She went into the Great Hall, a shortcut to the warrior’s wing of the compound.  She plodded with grim determination, not even looking around. 
 
    Lauphram looked.  I thought I heard him mutter a bad word as he surveyed the damage and the bodies lying around.  There was a hole in the back of the dais, behind his throne.  Elsewhere, some of the floor tiles were slagged by demon flame.  That part wasn’t my fault.  We passed the dais, crossing the open space.  Lauphram eyed the three armored demons I’d shot in the back of the head. 
 
    Passing the bodies, Tina shuddered delicately. 
 
    The Old Man said, “Good shooting.  I certainly trained you well.” 
 
    “We ought to replace these guys,” I said.  “Maybe a recruitment drive.  We could ask the other demon clans if they’ve got guys they don’t want.” 
 
    “That’s dangerous,” the Old Man said.  “How do you think I got you?” 
 
    “That can’t be true,” I said. 
 
    The Old Man stayed silent. 
 
    “Is it?” I asked. 
 
    He still didn’t answer. 
 
    I felt quite happy when we reached the foyer and he discovered the big hole in the outside wall and all the broken stained glass fused by fire into pop-art.  The floor was heavily damaged from the dragon flame as well.   
 
    I grinned at Lauphram.  “I wonder how that happened.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    “People piss in your glass, call it a refill, 
 
    and act like they’ve done you a favor, so 
 
    always sniff your beer before drinking.” 
 
      
 
                                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    We stood outside of Viper’s apartment.  Her hand-printed name was on the door in big green letters.  There was also a mail slot at waist level.  Tina clutched the panda in both hands, looking as anxious as she had every reason to be. I pulled my hand away from her back so she could no longer see us.  Shielded by Demon Wings magic, we pressed flat to the sides of the door, waiting for our moment.   
 
    Tina reached out, knuckles just short of the door.  She seemed to give herself a shake.  Her lips paled as they pressed together.  She rapped three quick beats and waited.  After a few seconds, the mail slot lift as someone ducked low to peek out from inside.  That told them they only had one woman to deal with.  It must have reassured Viper because the door opened and she stood there, bald, human but with fine scales all over.  Her pupils were black slits on large yellow irises as she glowered. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?  You’re supposed to be on station.” 
 
    “They’re done with me. Kaden has Caine trapped with Lauphram in the Clan Master’s suite.  They’re about to go in.  Please, can I have my baby, now?” 
 
    “I didn’t hear about any of that.” Viper’s voice dripped suspicion.  “Well, if it’s true, we won’t need the kid much longer.  Go back to your quarters.  When the action is over, the kid will be delivered to you, unharmed.  You have the word of a warrior on it.”  She started to close the door. 
 
    “Wait!”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Mica is afraid.  She’s not used to being apart from me.  Can I…see her…for just a second.” 
 
    Viper hissed in irritation.  “I will not compromise security during an operation so fuck off and go home.” 
 
    We heard a little girl’s voice from inside.  “Mama.  Mama!” 
 
    Tina’s face streaked with tears.  “Please.” 
 
    Viper sighed.  “Civilians.  Just can’t follow orders.” 
 
    I disagreed.  Tina had followed mine perfectly, even to squeezing out a few tears when needed.  Of course, she might have done that any way. 
 
    “Look, I’ll give her the stupid bear, okay?”  Viper leaned out to grab the panda.  As her hand closed on the stuffed animal, I grabbed her wrist and dragged her sideways into the hall and off her feet.   
 
    Lauphram pushed through the apartment door, leading Tina in to get the girl.  Tina locked the apartment door to be safe from Viper.  That had not been part of my plan.  It left me alone to deal with a poison-spewing snake-demon—without Lauphram’s magic wind for backup. 
 
    Civilians! 
 
    Viper hit, rolled, and returned to her feet, panda still in hand.   
 
    Very smooth. 
 
    Several feet lay between us, our contact broken, whatever brief view she’d had of me was gone.  She laughed but not in an evil, insane kind of way.  I heard true delight at being challenged.  Her head moved side to side searching.  She sniffed the air.  Her mouth opened and her long, thin tongue emerged.  Its black fork flicked, tasting the air.  I remembered that vipers, pythons and boas have pit organs in their faces with membranes to detect infrared heat up to three feet away.  I hoped my Demon Wings tatt was up to blocking all those channels of perception.   
 
    As I moved away from the apartment door, a quick glance down her casual clothes noted three strapped-on knives.  A bulge at one ankle indicated a hidden gun, small caliber.  She obviously hadn’t expected to leave her apartment for a fight or she’d be even better armed. 
 
    “Come on, little boy.  Let’s play.  It won’t hurt—long,” Viper said. 
 
    My magic is holding up.  She can’t pin me down. 
 
    Viper drew a knife.  She held up the panda, her hand sporting bright pink nail polish.  She put the knife to the panda’s head.   
 
    Its little black-button eyes throbbed with terror.  A scream for help.   
 
    “Show yourself, kid, or the panda dies!” 
 
    Though she was a stone-cold killer, I saw something of Mira’s wild spirit in Viper.   
 
    I felt a surge of defiance from myself; I wanted to meet her aggression head-on, to dominate her, which was odd; I’d never found scales sexy before.  Golden eyes opened in the back of my mind.  That strange presence was back—watching.   
 
    What are you waiting for?  If you want her, take her.  It is the right of the strong. 
 
    I sighed at my own stupidity as I dropped the Demon Wings spell.  “Fine.  You don’t need the bear.  Put the bear down and we can work this out.” 
 
    Her stare locked onto me.  She laughed so hard the tip of her knife shook.  She blinked away tears.  “Oh, my.  I had no idea that would work.” 
 
    I extended my senses to confirm something I suspected.   
 
    Yeah, a null; no magic in her at all.  Well, not every demon has magic.  Many get by on brute strength and natural armament. 
 
    “Are you going to be a good boy and let me kill you?” she asked.  “Or does the bear get it?” 
 
    That weird voice in the back of my head shrilled in mock-horror.  Oh, no!  Not the bear! 
 
    Damn, I’m going crazy. 
 
    A door opened at the next apartment down.  I saw an older nature-demon with green skin, wearing a poison ivy kilt.  He stared at us, then quietly retreated, shutting his door.  This wasn’t anything he wanted to see.   
 
    Viper had turned, too.  Her glare had probably done the most to drive the spectator away.  She turned back to me.  “Well?” 
 
    “You’re not in as deep as Kaden may have told you,” I said.  “Lauphram knows about this.  He’s inside with the kid now.”  I jerked a thumb toward her door. 
 
    Her eyes followed the gesture, slanting to the door, then came back to me. 
 
    “You’ll get off lightly for kidnapping a demon clan child as long as she isn’t hurt,” I said. 
 
    “I didn’t take the kid.  Kaden just showed up with her and told me to watch her.  I said I didn’t want any part of it.” 
 
    “Then why did you go along with him?” 
 
    “He said he’d put it all on me if I didn’t, that I was his accomplice and just as guilty.  He said sticking with him was the only way out of trouble.”  While she’d said all that, she’d been inching closer to striking distance.  I didn’t know if she was lying or not, only that she still wanted a fight.   
 
    I guess her demon instincts are riding her.  That’s never good. 
 
    “There’s one more way out,” I said.  “Give up now and the bear and I will put in a good word for you.” 
 
    “You know I can kill you with a breath and all this will be over.  Kaden will win.  I’ll be safe.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “but where’s the fun in that?” 
 
    “Fun?” 
 
    “It will be over so fast.  Tell you what; put the knife away, don’t use poison breath and I won’t use my magic or guns.  We’ll settle this with skill, fighter to fighter.  I’m just a thirteen-year-old kid that gets beat on a lot.  I’ve got no reputation or experience, just the Old Man’s pet.  You’re not worried that I can take you, are you?” 
 
    She grinned.  “That’s how you want it; slow, painful, body to body?” 
 
    I made a show of staring her up and down.  “Sure.  Just don’t blame me if my hands happen to wander.  I am a hormonally driven teenager.”  
 
    Still holding the bear, she felt me out with a snap kick toward my gut.  I casually batted it aside, stepping the other direction. 
 
    “You’ve got some training,” she said.  “And more nerve and balls than any demon I’ve ever known.  You know kid, I’m not really sure why I’m even rooting for Kaden anymore.”  She went low with a leg sweep. 
 
    I jumped over it. 
 
    She spun on and launched herself into the air, setting her back toward me as a back kick launched her heel at my head. 
 
    Cool.  Gotta remember that move. 
 
    I swayed, bending knees, leaning back to let the kick pass harmlessly by.  So far, this was just probing, getting a feel for the other guy.  Neither of us were serious—yet. 
 
    “You tempt me,” she said.  “Kaden’s a lazy fuck anyway, only thinking of himself.” 
 
    “None of my women ever complain.”  I threw a side kick toward her head.   
 
    She slapped it down with the bear.   “You’ve actually had sex?” 
 
    I lowered my knee and relaunched the kick at her ribs, with an extra burst of speed.  My foot grazed her side but didn’t land with as much force as I wanted since she pivoted and rode the attack out.  Still, her eyes widened.  She grunted in surprise. 
 
    The bear looked surprised, too. 
 
    “Two against one is cheating,” I said. 
 
    The door to Viper’s apartment opened.  Lauphram came out with Tina and Mica.  The little girl looked happy and bubbly in her mama’s arms.  
 
    Viper, the bear, and I froze, watching them. 
 
    Lauphram called to me.  “I’ll leave this matter in your hands.  Don’t wear yourself out too much.  There’s still Kaden to deal with.  I’m going back to see if he’s wrecked any of my stuff.” 
 
    I waved him on.  “Yeah, fine, go, go.” 
 
    They did.  
 
    I held a relaxed, casual pose, waiting on Viper’s next move.” 
 
    “He acted like he didn’t even care about any of this,” Viper said. 
 
    “Yeah, what a way to run a clan,” I said. 
 
    Her gaze sharpened on me.  “So, where were we, kid?” 
 
    “I was about to point out that with the child recovered, and all being well, you really ought to change over to my side before you go down with Kaden.  You really like being his bitch?” 
 
    “So, I should become your slut instead?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “I don’t get complaints.  In fact, go talk to some of the girl’s in housekeeping.  They’ll tell you some parts of me are a national treasure.  Epic, in fact.  Legendary.  Godlike even.” 
 
    “Godlike?” 
 
    I saw her fighting against being intrigued.  I went all in with fresh lies.  “I have had proposals of marriage.  On some nights, there’s a line outside my door.  Just ask Tina.  And no, the kid’s not mine.” 
 
    “In my experience, the bigger the strut, the smaller the cock.” 
 
    I sighed.  “Try to do some people a favor…” 
 
    I don’t normally do a lot boasting, especially about the monster in my pants.  I’d been made to feel a little freakish about that by recent attention, but I was damn tired of Viper calling me kid over and over. 
 
    I’m not a kid.  I’m a killer.  I have bodies buried in unmarked graves to prove it. 
 
    I heard pounding feet coming behind me and knew someone had reported my location to Kaden.  He was coming to finish me off.   
 
    I burst forward with full speed and dove at the ground just short of Viper.  At her feet, turning on a hip, I snapped a leopard kick up into her stomach.  She doubled over me.  I pulled her down, slamming her face into the floor.  She dropped the bear.   
 
    I grabbed him. 
 
    She grabbed my hand, holding it in place on the bear.  Her bloody face turned to me.  She opened her mouth wide.  Fold-down fangs left the roof of her mouth, locking into place.  I had a feeling her poison breath was on the way.  She was breaking our deal. 
 
    “If you live through this, I’ll forgive you,” I said. 
 
    She does have nice tits. 
 
    My hand sent a pulse of shadow magic into the bear.   
 
    Greenish-yellow mist sprayed out of her mouth, a fast expanding cloud.  It enveloped her face and billowed toward mine.  She was stronger than human, but not stronger than me.  I snatched my hand free of her grip, helped by the fact that the bear exploded, ripped apart from within by a squall of rain and waves of searing cold.  The stones with Colin’s and Xan’s power had violently emptied themselves, the magics interacting as I’d hoped. 
 
    I rolled back against the wall and watched as the magical mini-storm merged with Viper’s poison cloud.   
 
    Colin’s cold hit all that and the clouds became solid ice; the rain solid white ice, the poison yellow-green slush.  From the waist up, Viper lay embedded in that hardened cloud. 
 
    My work here is done.  Time to run. 
 
    The shock of seeing Viper frozen made the demons hesitate; they’d thought she’d had me.  I used some of the golden energy in me to reactivate my Demon Wings tatt.  Instead of running further down the hall, which might be expected, I ran along the wall, toward the oncoming demons.  They weren’t taking care to fill the holes between them, to keep me from sliding by.  They doubted my nerve. 
 
    There was an armored fire-demon with Kaden.  They stopped while looming over Viper and threw fire down the hall, toward where they thought I’d gone. 
 
    Idiots.  Like I’ll ever do what’s expected. 
 
    After the streams of fire died down, the rest of Kaden’s men went past Viper, throwing their own attacks as they went.  Kaden’s flaming fist crashed down on the ice holding Viper.  After several punishing blows, enough of the ice broke away for him to free her face and let her breath again.  Viper continued to lie there, eyes glazed, limp.  I saw her chest rising with shallow breaths.  Kaden hissed at her.  “You have failed me, slut, but I will deal with you later.  I have other prey to hunt.” 
 
     The demons worked their way down the hall, throwing attacks, feeling around with their feet as they went on. 
 
    Yeah, good luck with that.  
 
    I went after Kaden and his minions, not even caring what their numbers were down to now.  The other way led toward the Great Hall and safety but this was no time to play it safe.  I needed to hit them while they thought me running.  I needed to let them know they were the prey.  They needed to feel fear deep in their bones. 
 
    As I left Viper, she muttered to herself.  “You and the bear…two against one.  That’s cheating.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I did tell you to leave the bear out of it.  You had to have a hostage.”   
 
    Contained by my spell, my words couldn’t reach her.  They died close to me as I stalked on in magical silence. 
 
    Winning is good.  I want to get used to it.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    “Some lives die in moments. 
 
    Others drag for centuries; 
 
    the difference is me.” 
 
      
 
                                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I saw her in my mind, sitting near the lake in the fey woods; Mira, the silver wolf, clan leader, protector of her people.  My friend. 
 
    Mira, lend me your heart.  Your speed.  Your bite! 
 
    Trailing the group, having fallen back a bit, was a fire-demon, Kaden’s best buddy.  I decided to take him out next.  He wore a style of armor that was not of Earth, though similar in ways to medieval plate armor.  He walked in it, but it seemed more suited to a mounted knight.  The design of the tasset flap in back was a big weakness.  With a flap designed to hinge up and down, it looked like the armor could be accessed by somebody flipping skirts. 
 
    I had the last two river-stones infused by Xan in my hand, ready to go.  I lifted the flap and saw a padded leather under-suit.  He had a physical body, unlike Kaden who was mostly fire.  This was not so good for my plan.  I eased the flap down while keeping pace with the warrior.  His helmet caught my attention, an elongated thing capped with a rounded spire.  It had a curtain of flexible chainmail rivetted to the back that hung down to protect the neck.  
 
    Perfect. 
 
    I hopped in and kicked into the back of a knee, stopping him, riding him to the floor.  His knees grounded.  I lifted the chainmail curtain and slammed the rocks down his neck, inside the suit.  Jumping back, I retreated to the side of the hall.  His scream of rage brought the other demons running back to him. 
 
    “He’s here!  He’s fucking with me!” the knight said. 
 
    “Are you sure you didn’t just trip,” another demon suggested. 
 
    “He lifted my aventail, he was going to shoot me in the back of the head!” 
 
    Kaden nodded.  “Yeah, that does sound like the worm.” 
 
    Worm?  I’m insulted.  Just for that… 
 
    I reached out with my will driving a flutter of darkness into the suit.  The shadow magic ignited the magic in the river rocks.  There was a whump like a depth charge going off under water.  I’d seen that in a TV show once.   
 
    Wreathed in blue lightning, the demon-knight crashed face-first to the floor.  Water geysered out of his armor joints and faceplate, a growing flood.  “What the hell?” Kaden screamed, leaping away as the pool conducted electricity into his feet. 
 
    I felt the charge as well.  Bracing.  Refreshing.   
 
    Once the charges grounded out, the warriors pried the helmet off the collapsed demon.  He had a salamander face with cloudy white eyes that had been fried in their sockets.  One of the attending demons looked up.  “He’s dead.  Drowned and electrocuted at the same time.” 
 
    Another demon asked, “How many elements can Caine control?  Nobody said he was going to be this much trouble.” 
 
    As they quarreled about the wisdom of continuing the hunt, I hugged the wall and slipped ahead of them, continuing toward the end of the hall. 
 
    Sorry, boys.  You’re in hell now with no way back.  Enjoy. 
 
    “Everyone just shut up!” Kaden bellowed.  “Are you forgetting he’s still here somewhere?” 
 
    Several magic attacks were launched into the wrong part of the hall.  Wind knifes flew, flame tongues slathered.  A water whip lashed.   
 
    “If we get him,” a warrior said, “he’ll become visible, right?” 
 
    “Should be how it works,” Kaden said.  “The dead have no life to feed their spells.” 
 
    I kept retreating, knowing a door at the end of the hall would let me outside near the clan garage.  Ten feet short of the exit, backing toward it, I drew both guns and emptied the magazines into the demons without armor, the ones using wind and water whips.  They crumpled and sprawled, maybe dead.   
 
    No time to check. 
 
    The rest of the demons spun toward me and used magic attacks, their comfort zone.  The First Sword had neglected to keep them trained in more up-to-date methods of combat.  After tonight, I had the feeling more demons were going to be hitting the target range with handguns and shotguns. 
 
    Kaden threw a wall of fire at me that choked the hall; touching both walls, floor, and ceiling.  He was finally learning, but I would win by using timing, environment, and every slight advantage I could create. 
 
    I fell out the doors and rolled aside, coming up on my feet again as fire whooshed into the yard, scorching the grass, burning the wind.  I changed clips in my guns and holstered them, running around to the front of the clan house, pushing for my top speed.  I wanted to hit a new group of Kaden’s people, ones that weren’t expecting me.  I wanted all of them to think there were ten of me ripping hell out of them from every side.   
 
    I slowed, seeing a guard outside of the main entrance, lurking between two of the Old Man’s Greek-style statues.  The lady demon was with Kaden’s inner circle, but not one of his top people.  She had sheep horns and hooved feet, wearing white leathers and a machinegun on a strap, she smoked furiously, a number of crushed cigarette butts at her feet.   
 
    She had a habit of bitching to herself.  “Damn, I had plans tonight.  I think maybe I’m on the wrong side.  From what I’m hearing, the kid is poison to those that cross him.  Why couldn’t Kaden just leave him the fuck alone?” 
 
    Something I’d always wondered. 
 
    I shoved her off balance and took the machine gun off her.  She recovered and looked for me but our contact was broken.  At most, she’d only caught a fleeting glimpse. 
 
    “Caine?  Can’t you just end that prick so I can get on with my night?” 
 
    Working on it. 
 
    I opened the front door to the clan house and went in, heading right this time through the foyer.  Instead of going into the Great Hall, I went to the end of the foyer and found a stairwell leading down into the basement.  Kaden’s demons were all supposed to be out searching for me, but warrior demons are slackers with an eye to self-indulgence.  There were training rooms, a rec center, a weight room, and a shooting range down here.  Some of Kaden’s people were bound to have decided that they should patrol close to their creature comforts.     
 
    More than what I put up with, I hated the laxness that spread downward from Kaden’s neglect of office.  The Old Man’s kindness deserved better.   
 
    I took the rooms one at a time, first a weight room.  I stepped in, gun in one hand, the machine gun on its strap in the other.  My rule of fire was simple.  Large group, machine gun.  Small number of idiots, handgun.  I saw two demons, both earth-elementals.  One figure had little detail, like something a grade-schooler would fashion from gray clay.  He had black eyes like glass coins and stood behind a bench press, spotting for the lifter.  The demon on the bench press had blooming vines growing out of his body.   
 
    I saw why the vine guy didn’t want to go anywhere; the frothy pick flowers all over him were less than manly.  Demon peers could make insensitive comments. 
 
    I decided bullets weren’t going to be too effective here, so I let the machine gun dangle while seeing what was left in my pouch.  Warmth on my fingertips guided my hand in closing on two of Julia’s river-rocks.   
 
    Touched by a passing memory of once having played marbles with the Old Man, I knelt down and used a thumb twice to roll the rocks across the room, under the bench.  The bloomer grunted too much to hear the sound of the little rocks.  The spotter seemed equally oblivious. 
 
    I stood, a sour taste in my mouth as I remembered losing all my marbles to the Old Man’s greater skill.  He didn’t give them back.  He’d claimed it was a teaching moment, a lesson in knowing to pick fights I could win.  Fun for its own sake—without making a profit—was not the demon way. 
 
    Damn Bastard.  Fuck that.  I’ll have fun if I want to. 
 
    I sent out a flutter of shadow magic that touched the stones.  They ignited.  A roar of dragon-fire exploded.  Hotter than natural fire, the pyre consumed the two demons as they screamed. The weighted bar crashed onto the lifter’s chest then slid to the ground. His vines popped and withered.  The pink flowers became ash.  The spotter’s clay figure puddled to the floor, liquified, bubbling, smoking.   
 
    See? Just simple fun. 
 
    I walked on to the next room.  There were mats on the floor, body bags hanging, and a fighting ring for martial art bouts.   
 
    Empty. 
 
    I was about to return to the hall when I heard the smoke detector from the weight room, shrieking like a banshee.  I stood just inside the mat room, waiting.  After a minute, two demons ran past me.  They were heavily armed, minions I’d seen with Kaden often.  They stopped to stare into the weight room and the fire feeding on their friends. 
 
    I listened as I walked up behind them, guns ready. 
 
    “Fuck!  That fire’s eating the stone floor,” one of them said. 
 
    “Dragon fire!  That stuff is worse than napalm.” 
 
    “Even dragon fire needs oxygen.  Get back.  I’m going in.  I’ll close the door and flood the room.” 
 
    “Fine.  Do it before the fire spreads.” 
 
    The demon who went in was scaled with a sea-snake’s face.  He smelled of sea salt and had a beard of kelp.  He shut the door.  An ocean-blue light glowed under the door.  Soon, the sound of slapping waves came through.  Water leaked under the door. 
 
    A water summons, one strong enough to fill the space.  That is a sea-demon to respect. 
 
    I looked at the demon still in the hall with me.  He looked human with yellow and blue swaths of pebbly skin.  A lizard frill crested his head.  He wore Kevlar and an assortment of guns and knives.   
 
    This one, not so much.   
 
    I put a slug in his ear.  He dropped dead, 
 
    You can’t respect an idiot that much off guard.  Really dude, if you’re going to rubber neck at a suspicious fire, spare a thought for the guy who set it. 
 
    A weird thought occurred to me as I took the stair back up to the main floor.   
 
    Is it possible that Lauphram has been recruiting trash warriors because he knew this day was coming and wanted me to have a handicap? Or is finding competent demons who want to leave their clans that hard.  We have a lot of good demons in housekeeping. 
 
    I walked through the foyer and turned into the Great Hall.  I saw Kaden there with a bunch of lower-class demon warriors, ones he seldom hung out with.  He was all smiles now, cajoling them, whipping them up into something close to enthusiasm.   
 
    I went over to listen. 
 
    Kaden said, “Sure we’ve had losses.  The kid’s a little better than we thought, and that damn cloaking magic of his is a problem.  Plus, a lot of our guys got overconfident.  Mistakes can get anyone killed.  But this is your chance to step up in the rankings and make some real money.  You can whine about body counts or you can seize the pay and reach for greatness.” 
 
    Really?  Greatness and cash?  That’s your pitch?  You gotta at least mention all the warrior widows and girlfriends who will need comforting.  
 
    Demons can smell desperation.  These guys did.  They were holding out for more. 
 
    “Fine,” Kaden said.  “I’ll add danger pay and a twenty-grand bounty for the one who takes Caine’s head and delivers it to me in a sack.” 
 
    If only there were some way to claim the bounty without killing myself.  What an opportunity. 
 
    “Okay,” a female warrior said.  “Now you’re talking.  Designer bras and fuck-me pumps are expensive.” 
 
    I shot her in the head and placed several more shots before hurrying on to a new position.  I’d run out of ammo for my handguns and had no fresh clips left.  I holstered my guns.  That left the machine gun and whatever other weapons I could steal. 
 
    Using the dead bodies for reference, the warriors retuned fire to where I’d been standing moments before.  I let them waste ammo.  As they ran dry and began to reload, I sprayed them with slugs.   
 
    When the machine gun emptied, I threw it.  It bounced off Kaden’s head. 
 
    While he flung demon-fire in a wide arc, I hauled ass to get out of range.  The slash of orange-yellow fire was almost on me when I dropped flat to the tiles and skidded.  The attack passed on and I stood.   
 
    The surviving new-recruits were running out of the Great Hall.  I wouldn’t be surprised to learn some of them were going to be out looking for a safer demon clan to belong to. 
 
    There was a clang as Kaden stomped an armored foot in rage.  Nothing was going the way he wanted.  If I didn’t hate his guts, I might have been able to dredge up a pretense of sympathy.  He stood there, abandoned by his lesser minions.  His best people were dead.  Here and now, Kaden stood alone.  It was the perfect chance to end him, though that was still a hard thing to do.  He carried some of my bullet holes in his armor.  They leaked flame, not blood.  I’d been wearing down his magical reserves, but he still had plenty.  Me, on the other hand, I was nearly out of ammo and river-rocks, and getting damn tired.  My shadow magic constantly trickled into my Demon Wings tatt to keep it going.  After so many hours, that was taking a toll. 
 
    It occurred to me that killing Kaden would let him off too easily.  If I finished him, he’d be spared living in my shadow for a change.  He’d escape humiliation and suffering.  And I couldn’t even send him to hell for a good torment by imps with pitchforks.  Ifrits return to the either in death, their elemental bonds broken back into a primal state where intelligence might not accumulate again for ages. 
 
    I climbed the dais, went to the Old Man’s throne, and sat there, watching Kaden stomped off to pull his campaign back together. 
 
    Next time for sure, I’ll finish this mess.  Somehow.  This would be a good time for inspiration to strike. 
 
    All the strategies and all the physical training had been good, but a wider range of magical options remained a desperate need.  Just one magical tatt—Demon Wings—had leveled the playing field.  I needed more of these.  Many more.  Enough to turn me in a demon army all on my own.  I started a mental list of the ones that would have been really useful tonight: 
 
    A Dragon Fire tatt that lets me control flame and shut it down.  I shouldn’t need some passing sea-demon to do that for me. 
 
    I thought about having gone through my clips and the need to steal weapons.   
 
    I need a tatt to connect me to the Old Man’s armory where he lets me keep my stuff.  If I can send empty weapons back there to be magically reloaded, I’ll be unstoppable. 
 
    I thought of all the blank skin I had, just itching for new magical tattoos to turn me into a living grimoire.  
 
    Red is the key.  I’ve got to get him on my side.  And I’ve got to work out a way to get to Talon City when I need to.  I wonder if Gloria can help me there.  She got herself there. But she’s like me; nothing for free.  She’ll exact a stiff price.  Unless I can get her to think it’s her idea and that she has to force me into it.  The weakness of strong women is their strength. 
 
    I grinned to myself, delighted with my new plans. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    “It’s hard to lose a fight you 
 
    step away from in time.” 
 
      
 
                                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I sat on the Old Man’s throne, its high, half-shell backrest a washboard behind me.  At least a plush red cushion softened the hard seat under me.  My ass was thankful. 
 
    The bodies had been removed and workers were cleaning up the blood.  They couldn’t see me as they cursed Kaden for the extra work.  They should have been off duty.  I’d left the bodies, but they weren’t blaming me.  This gave me insight into why I was popular with the working-class demons around here.  Non-warriors were pushed around by the warriors who thought of themselves as the elite.  Despite my new status as the heir, I was picked on too.  How could I not have the common demon’s sympathy?   
 
    And who doesn’t love an underdog?  I used to watch the old Underdog cartoons as a kid.  If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again!  There’s something to that it’s-not-over-until-you’re-dead philosophy that pushes you to your best efforts.   
 
    On the subject of pushing; something had been bothering me in the back of my mind, something besides my golden-eyed visitor—whatever the hell he was.  I felt like I was missing something important I ought to be seeing.   
 
    Lauphram had taught me not to ignore that feeling when it came around.  The subconscious mind holds the complete record of everything we experience, every moment of our life. The conscious mind can get hazy, reorganized by what we’d rather believe.  If only we listen, the subconscious speaks to us from a perfect record.  
 
    Perfect…the Flawless… Yes.  That’s it.  Something about the way they act...  Somehow, when I thought of the Flawless, I got a mental vision of the sluagh in Fairy, eternally flying west in a world that was not their own.   
 
    There’s something in the parallel I think I need to understand.  I just don’t see it yet. 
 
    I turned my head, seeing motion from the edge of vision.  Gloria was there, stepping onto the dais.  She approached the throne like she could see me, but reaching me, her legs bumped mine, bringing her into my Demon Wings spell, and her face showed surprised.   
 
    “Caine!  You’re here.” 
 
    “This seat is taken, blondie.” 
 
    “Well, get off.  I want to annoy some demon warriors by claiming the throne.” 
 
    “You could always get me off,” I leered. “You are my girlfriend you know.” 
 
    “I said you could introduce me that way.  I never said you’d have all the privileges of my company.” 
 
    “There are several positions I think you’d be good in,” I murmured. 
 
   
  
 

 “No.  It would be too weird.” 
 
    Ice formed on my heart.  “Why?  Because I’m some mongrel taken in by demon scum?” 
 
    Her stare went cold, hard.  “You are what you think you are.  Don’t go putting words in my mouth.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    She relaxed.  “I suppose I better warn you.  You’ll find out soon enough, once he hears about you.” 
 
    “Sit on my lap.  Let’s talk about it.” 
 
    “Okay, but no funny stuff.” 
 
    “So suspicious!  I’m a gentleman; I am what I think I am, remember?” 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s pushing it a little too far.”  Still, she swung her cute butt my way and eased back on top of me.  Settling more comfortably, she shifted sideways so her back went against one of the throne’s rounded arms and her legs draped the other side.  I had my right arm behind her, and my left arm across her muscular thighs. 
 
    “So, who is this he you’re concerned with?” I asked. 
 
    “My son.  He’s your age.  A living vampire.” 
 
    “You have a kid?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m a mom.  Get over it.” 
 
    “I can, but you can’t.  When you see me, you think of him.  When you think of him, it feels weird to have sex with me.  All your slutty vamp posturing aside, you’re a closet prude.” 
 
    “So, I’ve got a hang up or two,” she said. 
 
    “So, when he hears from other vampires that you’re dating a kid his age, you want to be able to tell him it’s not like that.  You could just lie.” 
 
    “Vampires can only lie by not breathing and stilling their hearts.  Whatever a vampire says, their heartbeats hold the truth.  If I stopped my heart around him, he’d know I was hiding something and would guess the rest.  Better not to go down that road.” 
 
    “But he’s fine with you drinking my blood?” 
 
    “He’ll have to drink blood himself one day, when his first death causes him to stop aging and he rises as a true vampire.” 
 
    “Which he hasn’t done yet.  That’s why you called him a living vampire.” 
 
    “When he hears I’ve got a demon boy on a leash, he’s going to come around to check you out.  He’s weaker than any full vampire, but he still thinks he has to protect his mom.” 
 
    “I suppose you’d prefer me not to kneecap him or surgically remove his balls.” 
 
    “I’d really appreciate it.” 
 
    “So, no sex.” 
 
    “No sex.  Unless…” 
 
    “Unless?”  My left hand glided along her outer right thigh, loving the silky texture, the soft skin over hard muscle.   
 
    “Well, if I got drunk, and someone took advantage of me…that wouldn’t be my fault, right?” 
 
    “Do vampires get drunk?” 
 
    “We get a little high.  That’s why we avoid the blood of drunks and addicts.  It could throw off our game and other vampires would have an edge.” 
 
    “And the vampire game is forever.  None of you can stop playing for power.” 
 
    “It brightens up forever, keeps things from getting boring.” 
 
    “Hey, I thought you stole Kaden’s car and drove it to town.” 
 
    “I rolled the mind of a low-level demon who had little resistance—once he saw my tits.  The car bit was just misdirection.  One on my little vampire games.  By the way, I called my grandfather to report being assaulted while visiting you here.  He’s on the way.  You thought you had problems up ‘til now…”  She lifted both eyebrows as if to suggest the roof was coming off the building soon. 
 
    Damn.  I need to alert Lauphram. 
 
    “Is Kane bringing an army?” I asked. 
 
    She laughed as my hand slid under the hem of her dress.  “An army?  Kane is an army.  Him and that cursed sword of his.  Oh, you’re wondering if you need to rouse the troops and call off your vendetta with Kaden.  I wouldn’t.  Chances are, granddad will come alone.  He’s not going to want to share his kills with anyone.” 
 
    “His kills?  Didn’t you tell him you were fine?  He’s got no injuries to avenge.” 
 
    “He almost did.  Kaden’s people were playing for keeps.  They still are.  Besides, I’m his precious granddaughter, vampire royalty.  When I’m disrespected, he is as well.  That’s how he looks at things.” 
 
    “And it’s an excuse to kill demons when he’s not at war with us.” 
 
    “Attacking and threatening a vampire princess is grounds for war.  We’ve been provoked.  A message needs to be sent.  It’s the same in your world, right?” 
 
    “Right.”  I sighed.  “I just hope this isn’t going to crinkle up Colt’s timeline.  He hates that.” 
 
    “Ah, your son from the future.  That’s right.  You’re a parent, too.” 
 
    “Sure as hell doesn’t feel like it.” 
 
    “That’s because you have yet to feel his newborn life laid in your arms,” Gloria said.  “When that happens, your world changes.  It all stops being about you and becomes about the world you’ll leave for your loved ones.” 
 
    I cut off my Demon Wings tatt, becoming visible on the throne.  I don’t think Gloria noticed.  “So, when does Kane get here?” 
 
    “Any minute, I imagine.  He’ll just open up a spirit gate and step through, homing in on me.” 
 
    “Spirit gate?  How’s that different from a magic portal?” 
 
    “It’s a gate opened and controlled by ghosts who have that power; often times, they’re dead magic users.” 
 
    “Ah.”  Looking across the Great Hall, I saw several demon warriors enter from the foyer.   Seeing Gloria and me, they froze, then backed out.  I figured they’d get word to Kaden and I’d have him and his remaining minions running in here soon. 
 
    “Did those demons just see us and run out again?” Gloria asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I dropped my magic.  You intended to be seen anyway.  That’s why you were coming to take the throne, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess I can’t complain.” 
 
    A cold wind blew in off a graveyard somewhere.  A spot of spectral green stained the air, spinning, expanding into a spirit gate.  A cold white mist spilled out onto the floor.  The mist choked the heart of the gate.  A flat male shadow appeared in the center of the mist.  That shape emerged from the gate, becoming three-dimensional.  Around him were four shivering flame shapes in the air, ghost-green blobs of light.  The spirit attendants reminded me of fey Will-o’-the-wisps.  The gate collapsed, dwindling to nothing behind the tall man. His black hair matched an expensive suit.  He wore a red tie, and a handkerchief in the breast pocket.   
 
    The newcomer had dark eyes with a hint of red at their core.  His stare landed on Gloria. 
 
    She waved.  “Hi, Grandfather.  This is Caine, spelled with a cee.  He’s my new boyfriend.” 
 
    Kane walked to the edge of the dais and stepped up, his green ghost-balls keeping pace so they always framed him dramatically.  His stare went to my hand on Gloria’s thigh.  “So I see.  And what rank does he hold among the demon clansmen?” 
 
    “He’s heir to the clan and under contract to me—sealed in blood.” 
 
    “You drink demon blood now?”  He asked. 
 
    There was no emotion in his face or voice.  I think he was still assessing the situation, deciding what his position was going to be before he killed something. 
 
    “He was raised among demons,” Gloria said, “but he’s not one, something rarer, I think.  His blood is like nothing we know of.” 
 
    Kane lifted an eyebrow, showing interest at that.  “Really?” 
 
    Lauphram had drilled proper etiquette into me.  I knew the right words to say, though sitting on someone else’s throne with Kane granddaughter in my lap was probably not the best way to deliver them.  Still, I made the best of it.  “Lord Kane, mightiest of vampire kind, welcome to my father’s domain.  There are wicked among us that need to be punished for laying hands upon one of your own, a vendetta has been declared to redress this wrong.  In Lauphram’s name, I implore you to be patient with us.” 
 
    Looking past him, I saw Kaden and his people arriving in force, charging across the Great Hall while bristling with weapons. 
 
    “In fact,” I said.  “If you will look behind you to the man leading that rabble this way, you will see the one responsible for attacking Gloria, chaining her up, and threatening her with lethal magic.” 
 
    Kane’s eyes burned a brighter red.  His face hardened with lines of anger etching themselves deep.  He turned in place to see Kaden and his inner circle of demons, what was left of them.   
 
    “I may have left out a few of those details,” Gloria said.  “But yeah, they did those things.” 
 
    “And you haven’t killed them for it yet?” Kane answered. 
 
    “When I found out you were coming,” I said, “I decided you might want to amuse yourself by killing a few yourself.  I don’t mind at all.  I’ve been killing them for hours.  I’m just taking a break right now.  The armored ifrit is the leader of these mangy mutts.  Have fun.” 
 
    He looked at me over his shoulder.  “I think I’ll take you up on that.  Meanwhile, it would be a good idea to put Gloria off your lap and prepare to answer quite a few of my questions once this is over.” 
 
    Gloria slid off my lap and stood.  “Really, Grandfather.  It’s not like I’m sleeping with him.” 
 
    Yet. 
 
    I stood with her.  “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Returning his attention to the demons swarming closer, he extended his hand.  A blood mist formed in the air.  It consolidated into a bitchin’ long sword with a red patina, as if the steel blade had killed so many across time, the metal itself now seeped blood like a wounded thing.  I remembered Gloria had called this a cursed sword.  That could mean so many things… 
 
    Kaden, and those with him, slowed as they reached the dais area and saw the stranger waiting.  “Who are you?” Kaden demanded.  “And why are you protecting Deathwalker!” 
 
    Interesting.  First time he’s called me by my new name.  I guess I’ve forced him to respect me just a little. 
 
    Kane’s voice lashed.  “Caine Deathwalker?  He walks with death.  I suppose that makes me Death incarnate, or close enough for our purposes here.” 
 
    Kaden eyed the cursed sword.  He knew Gloria was a vampire princess.  He might not know she was the Vampire Princess.  I wasn’t sure how much he knew of the great Vampire Houses.  He seemed not to have put things together yet.   
 
    I decided not to enlighten him as I addressed Kaden.  “He knows you messed with Gloria.  You need to get on your knees and beg forgiveness.” 
 
    “As if.”  Kaden snarled, spitting a glob of fire on the tiles.  The flaming sword in his hand was new, Selene having shattered the previous one he had.  You’d think he’d learned his lesson from that, but no.  Ifrits are strong, not smart.   
 
    He lifted his over-sized sword and pointed it at Kane.  “You want satisfaction, vampire.  Come take it.”   
 
    Kaden’s minions backed away, forming a twenty-foot ring for their master to fight within. 
 
    Kane laughed quietly to himself as he stepped off the dais.  “Well, it looks like I’m the entertainment.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    “There are fights even an idiot 
 
    won’t pick.  I love them the most.” 
 
      
 
                                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Kaden and Kane stood in the ring of warriors.  The two faced each other with cold calculation in their eyes now that posturing was over and the killing needed to start.   
 
    Gloria and I sat on the front edge of the dais, Lauphram’s throne behind us.   
 
    I saw housekeeping demons and neutral warriors that had been in hiding until now.  Viper and Ninja-guy were there.  So was Tina and Mica.  Goat-Girl with her yellow forehead showed up.  Apparently, word had spread that the endgame was at hand and that I’d been putting up a hell of a fight.  Gloria—sitting beside me, holding my hand—didn’t hurt my stud-rating any either.  I saw quite a few male demons eyeing her with lustful appreciation. 
 
    Sudden as a lightning strike, as if popping out of shadow, Lauphram was there, a presence that drew the eye, compelling silence.  Coming across the dais, he stopped beside Gloria and me, lifting an empty hand in greeting toward Lord Kane.  “Kane, you old rat-killing terrier, come here to stir up trouble?” 
 
    Damn!  And I thought I’d grown a pair of balls. 
 
    Kaden spared Lauphram a glance.  “That half-breed mutt of yours is always causing trouble.” 
 
    Hmmm.  Kaden is blissfully ignorant.  He doesn’t know the name of the vampire he’s fighting.  He thought Lauphram was talking to me.  Apparently, Kaden is unfamiliar with Lord Kane, first vampire born of this world. 
 
    Kane never took his eyes off of Kaden while answering Lauphram, knowing he’d been addressed.  “Ah, I see they’ll let anyone in here.  What?  Are they short on fossils?” 
 
    “With you around?  Hardly.  We’re not going to have a vampire war, I hope?” Lauphram asked. 
 
    “This scum messed with my baby-girl.  How can I let that pass?” 
 
    “Grandfather is very protective,” Gloria said. 
 
    “Who wouldn’t be?” I said. 
 
    Kane actually did look away from his opponent; not to catch Lauphram’s eyes, but mine.  “Not a bad attitude to have, boy.”  He returned his glare to Kaden.  “Ready to be destroyed?” 
 
    Kaden pointed his flaming sword at the green ghost lights hovering near Kain.  “Are they fighting, too?  Not that I care.” 
 
    Kane smiled.  “They’re just for atmosphere.  Death should have a mood, don’t you think?  An artful ambiance?” 
 
    Murder with style, a very vampire approach. 
 
    Instead of words, Kaden answered with a slash of his sword.  I wasn’t worried for Kane; he had vampire speed.  And didn’t use it.  His feet could have been cemented to the floor.  His merely raised his sword and flicked it to side, clearing the flaming blade safely away.   
 
    Kaden spun, coming around with his sword.  This time, he had both hands on the hilt, putting his full weight into a downward strike.   
 
    Kane changed hands so his left held his sword.  He stepped close to Kaden, in the path of the ifrit blade.  A left-handed parry warded off the second blow.  At the same moment, Kane’s right fist blurred in.  Gloria and I might have been among the very few able to follow that punch.  Kaden’s helmet rung like a bell.  Pieces of it broke up and fell to the floor.  Kane spun to face Kaden fully and kicked him over the heart, cracking the chest plate. 
 
    Kaden staggered back two steps and dropped onto his armored ass. 
 
    “Done already?” Kane asked. 
 
    “Umm, Kaden,” I said.  “You’re embarrassing demon kind everywhere.  Aren’t you going to get up?  Lord Kane, the Master of all Vampires, should not be kept waiting.” 
 
    Slowly, Kaden pushed to his feet again.  “Lord Kane?” 
 
    “I may have forgotten to tell you that earlier,” I said.  “Sorry.” 
 
    Lauphram called out to his First Sword.  “Don’t think you have to throw the fight for the sake of the clan.  Killing Lord Kane and his family line will still leave the hell-dimension vampires on our world to descend upon us.  They might not utterly destroy us, so just do your best.” 
 
    “I will not lose, no matter the cost!” Kaden roared.  “I am tired of everyone taking me lightly!” 
 
    Yeah, I said.  “I know the feeling.” 
 
    “Don’t compare me to you, maggot!  After I dispose of the vampire, you’re next!” 
 
    “Don’t call my boyfriend names!” Gloria yelled.  “You don’t even make a decent toaster.” 
 
    Wow, she’s really getting into playing the good girlfriend. 
 
    “That’s telling him,” I said. 
 
    “I know, like, he really teed me off!” Gloria grinned at me.  Looking back to Kane, she yelled.  “Kick his flaming ass grandfather!” 
 
    “Language,” Lauphram admonished. 
 
    Kaden roared, fire seeping out of the cracks in his chest plate.  Wings of flame extended from his back plate, whipping violently, lifting him several yards in the air.  He spoke the twisty words of a demon spell, letting them curdle the air around him.  The flames along his sword intensified, brightening to a white-hot level.   
 
    He pointed the sword at Kane and screamed.  “Die!” 
 
    Very theatrical. 
 
    The area inside the ring of warriors became an inferno.  The surrounding demons were forced to retreat, widening the space so they wouldn’t take damage.  In that raging hell, I saw no sign of Kane.  Nothing but roiling fire.  Above the blaze, Kaden laughed on burning wings, hovering in triumph. 
 
    That’s when I realized Kane was standing next to the Old Man.  His green ghost lights were with him.  There wasn’t even a hint of smoke on the vampire lord. 
 
    Ah, his green buddies spirited him out of danger.  That’s handy. 
 
    Lauphram lifted a hand and thick, churning clouds formed under the very high, vaulted ceiling.  Lightning flashed.  Thunder growled.  A heavy rain crashed down on the inferno.  Slowly at first, the fires sank, eventually beaten down.  What was left was a black, burnt floor slick with a lot of water. 
 
    “Kaden,” Lauphram said, “You’re paying for these repairs personally.” 
 
    “Well, at least I won!” Kaden said.  “I-I—” 
 
    He’d turned his head to peer down on Lauphram.  Doing so, he recognized Kane standing beside the Old Man.  Kaden’s mouth moved but no more words came out.  I think his brain had melted. 
 
    He closed his mouth and dropped to the floor, not quite falling, but moving fast.  As soon as he landed, his wings were reabsorbed.  I think he’d used up too much fire and now needed to conserve. 
 
    Kane walked back to the battlefield, assuming the demon warriors would hurry out of his way.  They did.   
 
    He strode up to Kaden, taking the last four feet in a blur of speed.  They froze, locked together for all to see.  Kane had a palm against the flat of Kaden’s sword, pushing it aside.  Though the sword no longer flamed, it had the red of steel fresh out of the crucible.  Kane’s hand smoked from contact but he didn’t look concerned by the sizzle or smell of cooking meat.   
 
    Kaden hunched over the vampire, his body entirely pierced by Kane’s cursed sword.   Several feet of steel protruded from Kaden’s back, bright and shiny with no hint of blood. 
 
    I nodded.  That’s right, fire is the blood of an ifrit.  Their bodies are more a materialization than an organic lifeform.  It’s why they’re nearly impossible to kill. 
 
    Kaden laughed but there was more of pain to the sound than victory.  “I will never bleed for you, whatever you do.”  
 
    Ripped off Kaden’s sword, Kane’s blackened hand left flesh behind as it went to the hilt of his own weapon.  “I know.  That’s why I said I’d destroy you, not kill you.  I intend for you to live through this and suffer forever with the memory of utter humiliation.  When death is a mercy, I will not give it—to an enemy.” 
 
    Oooo!  Damn cool speech.   
 
    There was a muffled whump!  Kaden’s whole body jerked.  Even his armor seemed to strain from some inner detonation. 
 
    The power of the cursed sword. Just because it can’t drink blood, doesn’t mean it can’t scramble his insides. 
 
    A shimmer of red-copper light danced beside me as Colt faded in, sitting on the edge of the dais to my right.  “Great show, huh, Dad?” 
 
    I slanted him a quick look, loathed to look away from Kane and Kaden for too long.  “Yeah, but is this going to do the job?  I’m the one who was supposed to beat Kaden.” 
 
    “Kaden was always meant to live on until a future point when you end him.  Other minor differences will probably not matter.” 
 
    “You’re back for the headband?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah.  If I don’t take it now, you won’t have this coming moment to remember and I think you need it.” 
 
    I felt Gloria on my left, squeezing my hand as if she’d share the pain of loss with me.  But really, what was I losing?  Friends.  Family. The love I’d never felt my whole life until getting kidnapped?  I was only losing the very reason for the new strength and confidence that burned me.  
 
    Not much.   
 
    “I am the Red Moon Demon.  What do I need with a heart?  Do it.”   
 
    “Sorry,” Colt whispered.  “No victory is without cost.  You’re always telling me that.”  He pulled the headband off me and vanished in a red-copper haze.   
 
    I felt dizzy for a moment, lighter.  I shook my head and suddenly registered that I was in the Great Hall with no memory of coming here.  I looked to the side and saw the hottest blonde in all time and space holding my hand, smiling at me with precious warmth.   
 
    The tightness in my chest unclenched just a little. 
 
    A communal gasp jerked my attention away from her to a ring of demon warriors.  Inside, a man in a black suit with a sword had just run it straight through Kaden’s entire body.  I didn’t know who the stranger was, but he was my hero.  The reason for the gasps, and why Kaden just stood there like a dumb ox, became apparent as a web of cracks grew from where the sword entered the ifrit armor.  Those cracks stretched out, longer and longer, crossing and recrossing until the whole suit became an aging mess; rough and powdery with rust, bleeding fire.  Raining to the floor, shard by shard, Kaden’s armor fell off him.   
 
    Hatched from his armored egg, Kaden’s true form was revealed: a skeleton of obsidian bone, dripping molten glass which had given him various organs.  He’d only ever had an illusion of skin.  Flame was his muscle and most of his volume, and that fire burned low, clinging to black bone, fluttering like flags of fear.  Oddly, only the helmet was left on his head, and his usual burning features within.   
 
    The man in the black suit said, “Jinn are creatures of the ether, the elemental embodiment of fire and wind, fused and given life.  Even corrupted by the element of earth, made an ifrit, you are not of this Earth.  Your kind requires an anchor.”   
 
    Nothing trapped the stranger’s sword any longer.  He whipped it aside, slinging molten glass off the blade.  He brought the sword back, raised, poised to strike one last time.  “Shall I split that charmed helmet and drive you back to the ether?  Or would you like to beg my forgiveness and mercy now?” 
 
    I stood, my hand sliding free of Gloria’s.  I walked forward.  The demon warriors didn’t try to stop me.  I went up to where Kaden dropped to his knees.  Intervening, I looked up at the stranger.  “You beat him.  Take your win and go.  He is mine to kill and I can’t do that if you force him to an astral plane.” 
 
    The stranger smiled.  “That was just a threat.  I have no desire to spare him a life of shame and embarrassment as a failure among demon kind.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” I said.  “Inglorious and stupid as he is, he is still our First Sword, until Lauphram comes to his senses and throws the dumb fuck out of the clan.” 
 
    I sensed a shadow hand forming that would smack my head, Lauphram’s hand of correction.  With a burst of speed, I pivoted and speared my hand into the hovering patch of shadow.  I felt the cold hardness of the shadow, and somehow felt beyond it to a place where everything was limitless dark energy.  Not understanding what I was doing, I yanked and took over the shaping of the darkness.  A long ribbon of darkness extended from my fist.  I held the hilt of a shadow sword easily my own size. 
 
    I heard Lauphram gasp—both pain and amazement—as I ripped away what had been his.  I pointed my shadow sword at him.  “I’m not ready to take over the clan right now.  I’d rather serve you.  But I’ll cut you to pieces and weep over each one if you don’t back off.  I don’t know why, but I have a whole lot of pain that is screaming to be shared.” 
 
    Lauphram inclined his head.  “This time, I will let it pass.  I should have read the moment better.” 
 
    I whipped the shadow sword at Kane, forcing him to block with his cursed sword.  We stood there, swords touching, glaring. 
 
    I heard the blonde’s gasp.  “Caine, no.  Not my Grandfather.” 
 
    Ah, that’s who he is.  I was wondering.  I seem to be missing some time. 
 
    I relaxed and backed off from him, keeping death in my stare.  I was good at that.  I’d spent many an hour practicing my looks of intimidation for just such a moment. 
 
    “I’m going to be seeing her,” I said. 
 
    She needs to be mine!  That thought echoed in my head like I wasn’t the only one thinking it.  I doubled down on my glare.  “If you’ve got a problem with that, say so now.  We’ll settle this like men.” 
 
    “Like men?”  Her grandfather had an odd expression on his face.  “How old are you boy, thirteen?” 
 
    Lauphram said, “Kane…don’t.” 
 
    “Don’t what?” I asked. 
 
    The stranger lifted a burned hand toward Lauphram.   “Don’t worry, Old Friend, I’m not going to kill your child; a child you obviously named after me with good reason.  He is interesting and shows great promise.  I think I want to see what he can make of our world in years to come.  Besides,” he looked at his granddaughter, “Gloria likes him.” 
 
    Gloria.  Pretty name. 
 
    Gloria said, “Thank you, Grandfather.” 
 
    He smiled at her then turned a hard stare on me.  “Make her cry, and we will pick this up where we leave off, boy.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Fair enough.” 
 
    I heard a scrapping sound and turned.  Kaden had snagged his fallen sword.  Moving it stirred the fragments of broken armor on the blackened floor.  My shadow sword caught his blade, stopping his attack.  There wasn’t much force in it.  I slapped his sword away with mine. 
 
    He bared teeth.  “I will not be saved by you.” 
 
    I kicked him in the face, driving him to the floor.  “Tough.  I save who I want to save, bitch!” 
 
    It started low and swelled, clapping, spreading across the gathered clan.  Even Kaden’s warriors clapped.  I turned in place as Gloria’s grandfather walked back to her.  My people were honoring me, a show of respect that had never happened before.   
 
    I was the heir.  And I had spoken.  And defended even my enemy from someone outside the clan. 
 
    Couldn’t have worked out better if I’d planned it. 
 
    “Vendetta is ended,” Lauphram announced.  “Anyone else need a beer?”      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    “The worst thing about a marvelous 
 
    dream you can’t remember is 
 
    having only yourself to blame.” 
 
      
 
                                                          —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    In front of the dais, the tiles were burned to ash revealing blackened, cracked and damp concrete.  Housekeeping swept in with mops.   
 
    It took a while to sort out the mess.  A pair of warriors dragged what was left of Kaden off to his quarters where he could hide and slowly regenerate.  He was definitely in need of new armor within which his fire might build and his body reform.  Other warriors went off to put away their weapons and armor.   
 
    They returned in casual wear, but there was a cold distance between them and Housekeeping which had been firmly on my side from the first.  As Tina and Mica circulated, and stories were told, the non-warrior part of the clan edged from reserve to indignant repudiation of Kaden’s actions.  A lot of his minions were going to be getting substandard service now for a very long time. 
 
    That makes me happy. 
 
    Lauphram led Gloria and her grandfather off, heading for the third-floor private banquet room where we sometimes entertained visitors from other demon clans or preternaturals from competing territories in L.A.  I knew the Old Man expected me to follow.  He also knew I’d take my time, basking in what small glory I had coming, while Gloria’s grandfather claimed the lion’s share. 
 
    Wait.  Didn’t he say I was supposed to be named after him?  He’s Caine, too?  No.  I made the connection suddenly.  He’s Kane.  The first vampire.  Lord of all the vampires.  Had I known that before?  Damn these holes in my memories. I feel like swiss cheese. 
 
    I took the Old Man’s throne, holding court as a number of demons sought me out.  These were the mavericks, those strong enough walk their own way who’d only backed Kaden because they saw no one stronger.  A demon dressed like a ninja lead a goat-eyed gal with a yellow forehead toward me.  Kaden’s skank Viper came with them.  They bowed with respect so I beckoned them up the dais, dismissing ceremony and posturing. 
 
    “You’re going to be good little demons now, right?” I asked. 
 
    “That shadow sword you pulled out of the Old Man’s magic,” Ninja-guy said, “that’s a higher tier magic than even the Old Man has.  Very impressive to hold that in reserve for just such an occasion.” 
 
    If that’s what you want to misunderstand, go for it.  Builds my legend and it will keep me from being seen as weak. 
 
    I smiled.  “I thought so.” 
 
    “Is the offer still open?” he asked. 
 
    I made him an offer?  What else have I forgotten. 
 
    “Offer?” 
 
    “To come aboard as your general manager for the Special and Covert Ops Department?” 
 
    That means Weasel is dead and his job is mine.  Better pretend I know about this. 
 
    “Oh, that offer.  Sure.  You’re ready to go to work?” 
 
    If it’s me, I must have had a good reason to pick this guy.  Or maybe not. 
 
    “I am yours to command.”  Cutting his palm with a small throwing star, he held out his dripping hand, an offering of blood.”   
 
    In more barbaric demon clans, the one receiving the oath was required to cut his palm and clasp hands so blood mingled, or to sometimes lick that bloody wound.  I just nodded.  “Your oath is mine; my shield and sword are yours.”  It was an answer I’d heard Lauphram use before.  “Welcome aboard.  I’ll pretty much be giving you a free hand.  Look over Weasels people and decide who you want to keep.  If you want to bring in fresh blood, that’s fine, too.” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” Ninja-guy said, “Viper here wants to transfer over to you.  She failed Kaden when you beat her ass and rescued Mica.  Due to his humiliation, Viper’s going to be his main target for a while, especially now he can’t touch you.” 
 
    “I’m leaving him,” Viper said, “but it’s not like I can get a restraining order on an ifrit.” 
 
    I knew what it was like to be bullied by Kaden.  And taking his woman from him was one more slap to his face.  The idea tickled my depraved soul.   
 
    “I know I tried to kill you,” Viper said, “but it was all in fun.” 
 
    The kinda of fun that could have killed me. 
 
    “Yeah, fine,” I said.  “You’re in.” 
 
    Her mouth fell open.  “Really?” 
 
    I looked out across the gossiping crowd and yelled.  “Tina!” 
 
    She hurried up to me, Mica in her arms.  Her side glance at Viper was troubled.   
 
    “Tina,” I said. 
 
    She looked to me and smiled.  “Shadow Lord, you need me?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s why I bellowed.”  I turned a stern eye on Viper.  “Do you have something you want to say to Tina?” 
 
    Viper turned toward the housekeeper and went to one knee, head bowed.  “Please except my apology for the pain I have caused.  I would never have hurt your child.” 
 
    “I punished her for that,” I reminded Tina.  “Viper is leaving Kaden and coming to work for me.  Kaden is an abusive asshole who forced Viper to keep your kid after he took her.  If you can forgive her, I would appreciate it if you could get Viper moved to safer quarters.” 
 
    Tina nodded.  “Mica told me you were good to her, feeding her popcorn and letting her watch cartoons.  Forgiving might take a while, but I’ll get you moved to the third floor, near Caine.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Thanks, Tina.” 
 
    She took that as a dismissal, leaving the dais.   
 
    Viper rose and faced me.  “Please except my personal pledge of loyalty.”  She drew a knife and moved to slash her palm, an offering of blood. 
 
    I held up a hand.  “Your pledge is accepted.  The only blood I want is that of my enemies.  Shed theirs and we’ll get along fine.”  It wasn’t the demon way to do things, but I wasn’t a demon.  They needed to get used to that.   
 
    Viper grinned at me.  “My knife will always drink in your service and in your honor, Shadow Lord.” 
 
    That again?  What exactly have I started? 
 
    “Go have fun, you guys.  I see housekeeping has brought up a keg of beer.” 
 
     Ninja-guy and Viper left me. 
 
    I’ve got to find out what that guy’s name is.  Seems like I ought to know. 
 
    Goat-Girl stood there.  She went down on one knee as Viper had done.  “I present myself to the heir for punishment.  I did not know I was touching your woman at Kaden’s order, but that is no excuse.” 
 
    “Didn’t I already punish you?” 
 
    “You shot me in the head, broke my jaw, water-cannoned my brain, and killed me.” 
 
    Wow!  And she’s still up and running? 
 
    “Let’s leave it at that,” I said. 
 
    “You are too generous.  Are you sure you wouldn’t like to beat me with a crowbar, maybe a barbwire whipping…?”  She looked happy at the prospect.   
 
    One of those. 
 
    “One day, perhaps, should you prove worthy.” 
 
    Her smile widened.  My heightened sense of smell picked up her sexual arousal.  My refusing her pain, my rejection, got her wet.  This was new to me and I suspected it would be a high-maintenance relationship if I indulged her.  She’d be happy to let Kaden beat her to death, I was sure.  Actually, he might have done so many times already.  I decided he didn’t need such an outlet for frustration. 
 
    He can just wallow in rage. 
 
    “Go tell Tina that I want you moved to my floor, too.  I need more security up there, security friendly to me.  And I want you to break it off with the First Sword.  Stay clear of him.  You’re on my team now, part of Special Ops.  See the ninja dude.  Tell him I sent you.” 
 
    “The ninja dude?  Ah, you mean Renzo.” 
 
    “Yeah, him.  Tell Renzo if he finds you slacking in any way, he has my permission to spank you vigorously.” 
 
    “Thank you, Shadow Lord.  That is deeply appreciated.” 
 
    I waved her off.  “Go.  Go.” 
 
    Others passed by, just to be seen, bowing in respect they had long denied me.  It didn’t feel as good as I’d thought it would.  These same people would have spit on my corpse if Kaden had prevailed.  Some of Kaden’s people had left with him and not come back.  Those were going to give me trouble, but I had my own people watching my back now.   
 
    Tired of it all, I went to find my new hot girlfriend.  I left the Great Hall and wandered down to the kitchen.  There were several kitchen workers pulled back to duty.  One of them manned a bubbling pot.   Lauphram’s personal chef manned a grill that sizzled with butter.   
 
    “What are you whipping up?” I asked. 
 
    “Blood pudding for our guests, and Montecristo sandwiches for those who eat normal food.” 
 
    “Sound great.  I’m going up to join the party.” 
 
    The chef inclined his head to acknowledge my words.  That was new, too.  He’d never before acted like he answered to me, usually pointing me toward a box of cereal if I wanted a snack outside of mealtimes.  “Food will be served soon, young master.” 
 
    I nodded and went to the kitchen elevator that serviced the banquet room.  It took me upstairs.  Stepping out, I looked around.  This room had a dais, too, but smaller and occupied by the head table and chairs.  Plates, utensils, glasses, cups, and cloth napkins were out, and also placed on the other tables scattered about.  There demon warriors sitting discretely aside, guarding Lauphram as always during state functions.   
 
    There was a recirculating fountain with a mermaid in the middle of the room.  She held a conch shell from which water gushed as background music played from ceiling speakers.  I walked around the water feature and approached the main table.  Lauphram sat mid-table, on the far side.  Gloria and her grandfather sat opposite him, their backs to me.  Even over the water sounds and the piped-in radio, I knew the vampires heard my steps.   
 
    Yeah, Gloria is a vampire.  Not that it matters.  Hot is hot.   
 
    I sat beside the Old Man so I had Gloria right in front of me.  She smiled a greeting.  It felt like a punch in the guts. 
 
    How has she gotten under my skin so fast?  You’d think I’d given her my blood or something. 
 
    “Kane, how is your hand?” Lauphram asked. 
 
    He lifted it off the table and turned the palm up.  “Better.  It would have healed already but ifrit fire isn’t natural.  After my next feeding, it should be restored.” 
 
    Gloria looked at me.  “Caine, love, can I ask you for a small amount of blood?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “Food’s on the way up if you’re hungry.” 
 
    “It’s not that.  Please, I need to make a point to my grandfather.  It’s for us.” 
 
    The way she said us gave me mental visions of rolling in red silk sheets with her, our bare, sweaty bodies intertwined, our lips locked.  Still…  “No freebies.” 
 
    “But I’m your girlfriend.” 
 
    “Does that mean I’ll get lucky tonight?” 
 
    “Only if by lucky, you mean dead,” Kane said. 
 
    I glared at him.  I wasn’t asking you. 
 
    “Sorry,” Gloria said.  “Girlfriend in name only.” 
 
    “I’m a blood donner in name only then,” I told her. 
 
    “Just a few drops,” she persisted. 
 
    “Make me.  I’ll at least get a few good gropes in.” 
 
    Kane looked at his granddaughter.  “A good lesson, dear.  Beauty can’t get you everything.  You’d better do as he suggested and make him.”  Kane’s smile was a challenge to her. 
 
    A hard, cold smile stretched Gloria’s lips.  It aged her centuries.  “Fine I will.”  Her eyes were vampy red.  She spoke again but her voice had an odd reverberation to it, as if echoing out of a cave.  “Caine, this is the Voice of Command.  You will obey me.” 
 
    She left her chair, rounding the table.  I expected her to ride my crotch, press tits into me, and sink fangs into my throat which was the only reason I was playing along.  Instead, she unwrapped my silverware and picked up a steak knife.  She grabbed my hand, turning the palm up, and raised the knife to strike. 
 
    “Crap on toast!   Stop it Gloria.  Your Command Voice doesn’t work on me.  I’m not giving you my blood.” 
 
    Mental note: add a Command Voice tatt to the list. 
 
    The knife bit.  Hard. 
 
    “Aaaaaagh!  You stabbed me anyway!  Fuck!” 
 
    The Old Man’s shadow hand smacked my head.  “Language.  A lady is present.” 
 
    Gloria dropped the knife and turned my hand so blood dripped into an empty wine glass.  She held the glass and kissed my cheek in apology before running back around the table to her grandfather.  
 
    “I need more than a kiss for that,” I said.  “This is actual blood.” 
 
    Ignoring me, she held out the wine glass to her grandfather.   
 
    I was acutely aware of Lauphram shuddering, quietly laughing at me.  He ended with a big draw of breath.  “Caine, your negotiating skills need work.  Never get distracted while arguing a fine point or you’ll get stabbed with a fine point.” 
 
    “What’s the big deal about my blood, anyway?” I asked. 
 
    Gloria’s grandfather sniffed the bouquet.  “Interesting, multiple DNAs. There’s something inhuman and something barely human that’s uncommon, like the flavor of a past age.”  He tipped the glass but instead of drinking, let the crimson drops splatter his burnt palm.  He spread the blood around.  My blood soaked in. 
 
      Setting down the glass, he picked up his napkin, and shook out the silverware.  Using the napkin, he rubbed ash and dead skin off his damaged palm.  This revealed new skin, pink and perfect.  He looked at me.  “Very unusual blood.  My granddaughter was right.  Boy, let me see your wound.” 
 
    I held up my hand.  It had a red smear from where I’d bled.  The hole in my palm had closed.  There wasn’t even a scar, but then, I never scar.   
 
    Gloria recovered the wineglass and tilted it so the last few drops anointed her tongue.  Tasting my blood, she closed her eyes in ecstasy.  “Oooo!  That gives me such a buzz.” 
 
    I can do better; I haven’t fucked you yet.  Or have I?  Arrgh!  Such a thing to not remember. 
 
    Kane crossed his arms, looking at her.  “Fine, you’re not swilling demon blood.  I’ll approve the blood contract.” 
 
    “Just what is wrong with demon blood?” Lauphram asked.  “Some of the finest beings in the universe are demons.  Why, I myself just happen to be—” 
 
    “No offense intended.”  Kane waved off the rebuke.  “Vampires just have very refined tastes.” 
 
    “I’m fairly sure my blood tastes as good as any ones,” Lauphram said, “even if it is blue.” 
 
    “Wait a second,” I said.  “I’m in a blood contract?” 
 
    “Too late to back out now,” Gloria said.  “Do I need to remind you of the penalty clauses?” 
 
    “Apparently so.  I seem to have lost a few recent memories somewhere.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right, sorry.”  She explained the contract to me.  It sounded like something I would agree to—especially the part about getting to chain her to my bed for a month if she broke the contract.”  
 
    Lauphram said, “That last penalty would still be required even if the contract were voided, Kane.” 
 
    With mock tears in her eyes, Gloria turned to her grandfather.  “You wouldn’t force me to default.  You wouldn’t do that to me, would you?” 
 
    He frowned at her.  “I already said I’d let the contract stand.”  His stare went to Lauphram.  “You’ve taught your son a little skill in negotiating.  He at least comes forward with an illusion of strength when he doesn’t have much else.” 
 
    Lauphram smiled.  “Well, one day, the clan will be in his hands.  The right attitude will go a long way.” 
 
    And he will be in my hands,” Gloria said. 
 
    “Just once a month,” I said.  “Don’t think you can bend me to your will with your feminine wiles.” 
 
    Though I’d love for you to try. 
 
    They brought over the blood pudding and sandwiches with a few bottles of wine.  Gloria stared with longing at my French fries.  Fries she could never digest.   
 
    Must really suck to be a vampire sometimes. 
 
    I waited until the chef left the room to reach for a bottle of ketchup. 
 
    I guess Lauphram had some bottled blood handy for vampire visitors because our guests got o-neg poured in their glasses by the waiters.  Lauphram leaned into me and whispered though he had to know the vampires could still hear.  “You committed to an open contract without an expiration date?” 
 
    “She doesn’t have one,” I explained.  “Gloria will always be hot.  I’ll always be the envy of every man who sees her in my company.  Besides, who knows what time can bring?  Once I conquer the world, she’ll make a pretty hot queen, don’t you think?” 
 
    “When did you decide to conquer the world?” Lauphram asked in a normal voice. 
 
    I thought about it.  “I’m not really sure.  Seems like the need came to me in a dream.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    “A mission in life makes 
 
    all the difference.” 
 
      
 
                                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    After our repast, Gloria stood beside Kain, off past the water fountain.  The green ghost lights swirled around them.  Green light enveloped them as a spirit gate formed.  White mist surged up to hide their feet.  Gloria threw me a kiss. 
 
    I caught it out of the air. 
 
    Kane threw me a glare. 
 
    They faded away.  The portal closed.   
 
    Lauphram turned to me.  “You do remember that Lord Kane is the first vampire in the world and master of them all?” 
 
    “It finally came back to me.”  I thought of all the attitude I’d given him, of waving a shadow sword in his face, and felt immense gratitude to be alive and in one piece.   I wavered on my feet.   
 
    Lauphram dropped a hand on my shoulder.  “Don’t worry.  You handled Kane the best way possible; with blind, unwavering courage.” 
 
    “Blind is right.  How could I have forgotten something so important.  What has happened to my mind?” 
 
    “Maybe it has something to do with your new friends.” 
 
    I looked at the daft old fool.  “What new friends?” 
 
    He stared back.  “Never mind.  It’s probably not important—anymore.” 
 
    We walked back to our suite.  He went to his room.  I went to mine.  I took a shower, killed the lights, and slipped into bed, looking forward to an oblivious rest.  I closed my eyes and faded into black infinity, wanting only happy dreams filled with screams, blood, and violence. 
 
      
 
    I woke up knowing a chunk of time had passed, but not how much.  I lay on my side, facing the wall, unable to see the alarm clock.  Soft tits pressed into my back.  Arms held me, hands gently messaging.  Warm breath caressed my ear—and then a wet tongue.   
 
    I drew a deep breath and smelled the scent of ermine.   
 
    Tina.  She no doubt thought she needed to thank me very personally for saving her daughter, but this had been one of the hardest days of my life.  I closed my eyes and murmured.  “Tired.” 
 
    Her hand slid down my torso to a very rigid cock with a mind of its own. 
 
    “Okay, not that tired,” I said. 
 
    My bedroom door opened.  Extra light spilled in from the living room.  “Lauphram?” I asked. 
 
    Tina emitted a high-pitched growl that was too cute to be threatening.  She barked a question.  “What are you doing here?  You’re not on the list.” 
 
    What?  There really is a list to sleep with me? 
 
    As Tina sat up, I was able to turn toward the door.  The female figure backlit in the doorway wore a filmy, transparent nightgown.  
 
    Most assuredly not Lauphram.   
 
    My eyes adjusted to process the light better and I recognized the newcomer.  “Viper?  What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I asked around like you suggested.”  She came toward the bed like a stalking beast.  “I learned you weren’t lying.  There is a part of you that is truly godlike.  I’m here to get religion.” 
 
    “You’re not on the list!” Tina repeated. 
 
    “Fuck the list.  And fuck me, too, Tina.  I don’t mind if you stay.  I go both ways like a good little demon slut.  Now make room in that bed or I’m jumping in.” 
 
    The lights came on in the room.  I winced as my eyes adjusted again.  I had a third visitor in the doorway and it still wasn’t Lauphram.  Goat-Girl stood there with her yellow forehead, tiny horns, and cloven feet, naked except for a red ribbon tied in a bow at her waist.  Her C-32 tits with yellow nipples begged for attention.   
 
    She studied the other two demon-girls.  “You two are just going to have to leave.  I have dibs.” 
 
    “You’re not on the list either!” Tina yelled. 
 
    I want to see that list.  I also need to pee. 
 
    I threw off the covers and scooted to the edge of the bed.  I stood and pushed past Viper, squeezing her ass in passing.  An accidently, really.  
 
    She gasped in stunned amazement as she spied my erection which led the way for me to the bathroom. 
 
    “The bed’s too small for everyone,” I said. 
 
    “That’s why there’s a list!” Tina said. 
 
    “You girls work it out.  I’ll be a few minutes.” Naked, I went into my private bath and closed the door behind me.  “Can there be too much of a good thing?” I pondered. 
 
    Probably not. 
 
    Still groggy, a lot of my blood gone to my cock, it wasn’t until I leaned in to piss that I realized the shower was running.  Pissing with an erection is difficult, but I managed somehow.  I eased back, shaking off the last few drops, and turned toward the frosted shower door.   
 
    Someone was in there.  The shadow on the glass was petite.  A girl’s soft voice sang softly through the shower spray, something about being “hungry like the wolf”. 
 
    Damn.  I live my life as hamburger for thirteen years and after just one bloodbath, I’m prime rib.  I should have started mass murdering years ago. 
 
    The shower cut off along with the singing.  A voice called out.  “Is that you, big brother?” 
 
    What? 
 
    The door slid open and a flat-chested waif stared at me.  She had blue kin and indigo hair plastered down by the water.  Her big, antique-gold eyes got bigger as she spotted my erection.  “Oh!  You are glad to see me.” 
 
    A ghost image floated up out of memory, a picture of her with spiky hair in boy’s clothes, but there was no context.  “Do I know you?” 
 
    “You do and you don’t.” 
 
    “Thanks for clearing that up.” 
 
    “I have loved you for years and tonight, I want you to make me a woman.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said.  “You’re not on the list.” 
 
    Someone pounded on the door.  Goat-Girl’s voice came through, “Caine, is someone in there with you?” 
 
    “Yes,” I called back. 
 
    “Is it a hostage situation?” Goat-Girl asked. 
 
    Blue-girl stared at me.  Her gold eyes narrowed to smoldering slits.  “Who’s out there, big brother?” 
 
    “My security,” I said. 
 
    “Tell them to go away.  I’ll protect the hell outta you.” 
 
    “They don’t know you,” I said. 
 
    Neither do I, image in my head, or not. 
 
    A red-copper light flooded the shower stall, haloing Blue-Girl, turning her sides purple.  Frowning, she looked over her shoulder.  “Not now.  I haven’t got to the good part yet.”  She was a shadow in the glare as a hand fell on her shoulder.  She was jerked back into the core of the light.  It swallowed her.  A young voice called to me.  “Sorry, Dad.”  The second person in the shower looked a lot like me, but with midnight-red hair.  He wore a black hooded sweatshirt with a big white skull on it.  I had just a glimpse and then he, too, stepped into the light and was gone.  The light swallowed itself and I had my shower back. 
 
    Can my life get any stranger? 
 
    The bathroom door exploded.  Shards of wood rattled off of my tougher-than-human body, doing no real damage.  Goat-Girl filled the doorway.  Her suspicious stare travelled everywhere, searching for danger.  “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Fine.  Nice kick, by the way.” 
 
    “I was worried.” 
 
    “That’s your job; to worry so I don’t have to.”  I walked toward her.  She backed out of my way.  I stepped through what remained of my bathroom door.   
 
    Tina and Viper stood behind Goat-Girl.   
 
    “Tina,” I said.  “Do me a favor and tell housekeeping I need a new bathroom door.  While you’re at it, move me to new quarters.  Much more of this and Lauphram will kick me out anyway.” 
 
    “You’ve got that right.”  Lauphram’s voice boomed from the living room door.  “I just sensed a portal breaching our defenses with ridiculous ease.  Somehow, Caine, I know it’s your fault.” 
 
    “Of course.  I’m the only white male here.” 
 
    Damned blue bastard. 
 
    Lauphram turned his stare to Goat-Girl.  “You’re on our personal security now, right?” 
 
    She came to attention, tits thrusting proudly.  “Sir, yes sir!” 
 
    “In the morning, get ahold of the clan hexenmeisters and have them reinforce all the building wards.  This is not a portal station.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Goat-Girl said. 
 
    “Keep it down,” Lauphram said.  “I’m going back to sleep.”  He pulled back and vanished from sight. 
 
    A huge yawn escaped me.  “Me too.” 
 
    “Not without me.”  Tina jumped onto my bed.   
 
    Viper copied her. 
 
    Goat-Girl jumped next. 
 
    My bed shattered from the strain.  
 
    Well, at least when housekeeping replaces the bed, it will add a little more to my legend. 
 
    I sighed.   
 
    If only there were someone who could steal me away from all this for a restful vacation. 
 
    I grabbed sweats from my closet and dressed quickly while the girls sorted themselves out.  I left them arguing as I went into the living room, out into the hall, and used the elevator to ride down to the basement level.  In bare feet, I padded down to the Matt Room with its the body bags and the fighting ring.  I was thoroughly awake.  Too awake.  I needed to burn off energy that I hadn’t known I possessed.  I needed to hit something really hard. 
 
    Ninja-dude was there, but without the hood.  He wore red sweats.  I pulled his name from memory.  Renzo.  He guzzled water from a sport bottle.  With him were two demons I didn’t know, newcomers to the clan.  Thinking Reno might be in the middle of something, I didn’t greet him, going straight to a body bag.  Their low voices continued to murmur. 
 
    I shoved the body bag, getting it to ponderously retreat.  I hopped, repositioning myself with a double-step from crow-boxing: Wu Gung-Fu.  As the bag returned, I spun and launched a backward hop at it, using a tiger-tail kick mid-air.  With a whump, my heel sank deep into the canvas bag.  It shivered and bounced back as I landed lightly.  The bag’s return swing came sooner but with less force.   
 
    Spinning on one foot, I sank a knee into the bags right side, letting my right arm guard my body until the knee landed.  While still on one leg, my right hand snapped out from the elbow in a back-fist to the opposite side of the bag.  The double whumps sounded close together.  I hopped back, ready to strike once more.  I launched a side kick and pulled the foot back in as fast as it went out, leaving nothing an opponent could grab. 
 
    In the back of my mind, I registered silence as the background conversation died. 
 
    I dropped my raised leg and spun so my left elbow came around to hit the bag next.  Another crow-hop—jumping from the balls of my feet—positioned my body so I faced the bag.  I imagined Kaden’s face in the middle of the canvas bag.   
 
    A terrible, seething rage exploded in my heart as golden eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind.  The heels of my palms tingled with the flow of the new golden energy inside me.  I hit the bag with both palms. 
 
    The bag tore off its chains, shredding.  What was left of it hurled across the room to slap a far wall.  Between me and the wall, sand from inside the bag made a mess on the mats. 
 
    “Oops.” 
 
    Renzo called from across the room.  “Don’t worry about it, Sifu.  I’ll clean that up.  Obviously, we don’t have bags strong enough for you.  No wonder we never see you working out down here.” 
 
    Sifu is a high level Gung-Fu fighter.  When did I get high level? 
 
    “That’s him?” one of the new demons whispered.  “The heir?” 
 
    “You bet your ass,” Renzo whispered back. 
 
    I turned to face them.  “Sorry for interrupting.  You guys carry on.  I’ll just go bench-press a Buick or something.” 
 
    I was kidding, but I wondered if I should have.  They might believe me.   
 
    Ah, what the hell.  Let them. 
 
    Renzo bowed deeply and the others copied him quickly.  
 
    I nodded and went out.   
 
    Holding a note of reverence, Renzo’s voice followed me into the hall.  “He is the Lord of Shadows.” 
 
    What the hell does that even mean? 
 
    I needed a place to sleep, and not out in the open.  Since Viper was out of her old quarters, and her apartment was empty, I headed that way, walking past the Weight Room door which was still shut.  The hall was wet here.  I left soggy foot prints going up the stairs to the first-floor foyer. 
 
    I paused at the doors of the Great Hall to peer in, hearing scraping sounds.  Wielding forty-two-inch steel wrecking bars, a work crew was stripping up all the tiling that hadn’t already been burnt away.  The whole floor was being replaced.  Wheelbarrows piled with trash were loaded and rolled off as empty wheelbarrows returned.  Some of the workers spotted me.  They turned my way and bowed deeply.  I waved and went on.   
 
    I found Viper’s apartment and tried the door.  It was open.  I went in and locked the door behind me.  The rooms were empty except the bedroom.  It had a queen bed.  The mattresses were bare of sheets or blankets.  There was a pillow with no pillow case.  Viper must not have wanted a bed that reminded her of Kaden. 
 
    I can’t say I’m thrilled with it either, but fuck-it-all with a broom handle, I’m tired.  You’d almost think I’ve spent the last few weeks in bootcamp somewhere.   
 
    I flopped onto the top mattress and closed my eyes, sinking into darkness.  Beautiful, empty darkness.   
 
      
 
    I dreamed a golden light wrapped around me.  That another mind carried me.  This presence looked me over, sniffing, taking my scent.  I dreamed that a clawed finger reached down to gently prod me.  That awareness pulled away.  And I heard the sound of a door crashing in and a voice, as if from another world.   
 
    “Viper, you bitch!  No way am I letting you leave me.  You hear?” 
 
    I dreamed that I floated above my body, staring down as it stirred awake.  My eyes were golden stars.  My face had a bestial, savage look.  My hand transformed into a claw as it sank into Kaden’s chest plate, crumpling it like cloth.   
 
    I walked him out of the apartment, into the hall, lifted him over my head, and brought him slamming down to the floor.  The clang echoed down the hall.  My clawed hand pointed down at the ifrit.  Golden jags of lightning slashed in a fiery dance.  Kaden screamed until his voice broke. 
 
    Doors opened.  Sleepy demons poked their heads out to see what the hell was going on. 
 
    The lightning stopped.  My hand became human again.   
 
    Floating over my body, I watched my eyes burn with a terrible golden light as I stomped Kaden’s half-melted chest plate flat.  That other me spoke, the voice raw, deeper than I’d ever heard.  “Viper is mine.  Everything I want is mine!  Disturb my sleep again—and I will eat you alive.  Understand?” 
 
    Kaden didn’t seem able to speak anymore but did manage to spasm his hands in agreement while pissing in his armor. 
 
    Grinning, my body returned to Viper’s apartment, closing the broken door.  My floating mind sank into my golden-eyed body and we were one.  We went to the bare mattress and fell on top of it.  The golden glow dimmed away and once more, I knew a pure darkness with no dreams. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    “A vampire princess is a 
 
    formidable at work or play.” 
 
      
 
                                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    A month later, mindful of obligations, I left the island for downtown L.A.  Renzo sent Viper with me to drive the limo.  Gloria had asked me to come to the same bar where we’d killed Weasel.  We parked.  Viper got out with me, playing bodyguard.  I didn’t object; I didn’t mind the company.  Renzo said it was good to use our people, to get them used to me even if I wasn’t running day-to-day operations.   
 
    Viper had eventually gotten on the list, and had spent hours exploring my godlike qualities in bed.  She’d been a lot friendlier since then, but not now.  Under a charm that gave her a wholesome full human look, she had her professional demon-warrior face on, taking her role as my protector very seriously.   
 
    Of course, she gets paid extra if we run into trouble. 
 
    We reached the entrance of the corner pub.  The big oak door and emerald awning were gone.  Remodeling had taken place.  A crimson awning now sheltered a blood-red door.  “Roney’s Roost, A Pub for the Whole Family” was under new management.  Edged in gold, the Goth black writing on the new awning said: Gloria’s Place. 
 
    “Now why would a vampire princess need a bar full of drunken men?” I mused. 
 
    “Easy access to blood?” Viper said. 
 
    “With a body like hers, she doesn’t need a bar.  I’d say it’s more about access to cash.  Well, let’s go in.”   
 
    “Me first.  Stay close,” Viper said.  “Where there’s one vamp, you’ll find others.  They’re like cockroaches that way.”  She pulled the new door open. 
 
    “You don’t like vampires much, do you?”  I followed her in, watching the lovely sway of her ass in her tight, hip-hugging jeans. 
 
    “I like killing them.  Too bad we’re at peace with the blood-suckers right now.” 
 
    “Let’s try to keep it that way,” I said.  “Better for business.” 
 
    The closed-for-remodeling sign outside meant no customers inside.  The door was open because Gloria expected me, and because the workers needed access to their trucks.  The place was hopping with construction types.  The paneling was off the walls, the light fixtures were being changed out; the whole place was getting an expensive face-lift. 
 
    I saw Gloria at a table, sitting with a teenager who looked to be my age. 
 
    “She’s had you,” Viper muttered.  “Now she’s robbing another cradle.  Well, he is a pretty-boy.” 
 
    For some reason, I had a nearly irresistible impulse to walk over and punch the kid in the throat.   
 
    Better not.  Gloria might take it wrong.   
 
    “Let’s see who this guy is.” 
 
    As we approached, Gloria looked up, breaking off a heated discussion.  Viper got a cold, appraising stare.  I got a smile.  The kid was slower to realize he had company.  When he looked up, he offered us a petulant glower.  “What do you want?  We’re not open.”  
 
    “Obviously not,” Viper said. 
 
    The boy stiffened, hands balling into fists as he looked at her more carefully. “You’re a demon. Your blood’s room temperature.” 
 
    Cosmetically oriented, Viper’s charms didn’t change her body heat or scent, just the look of her.  
 
    She must buy them at a discount store. 
 
    I studied the kid.  “You’re a vampire?  I thought they didn’t turn minors. 
 
    The kid looked back at me.  “And what are you?  A warmer demon under a charm, or just the demon’s lunch?” 
 
    “I don’t eat people,” Viper objected.  “Much.” 
 
    “Adrian, don’t be rude to my guests,” Gloria’s tone was firm.  “This is going to be a place where all types of preternaturals can enjoy themselves, crossing restrictive barriers, sort of like a neutral country.  Besides, we have business.  You need to run along.” 
 
    Adrian’s eyes widened.  “Wait!  Mom, this is the guy you’re seeing now?  The one dad was yelling about?” 
 
    “We’re not together anymore.  He doesn’t have that privilege,” Gloria said.  “Neither do you.” 
 
    Adrian jumped out of his chair.  He stood trembling with rage.  “He’s my age!  That’s scandalous!  The other vampire kids at school are laughing at me, asking if they can have a shot at you next.  It’s embarrassing.” 
 
    “Pain builds character,” Viper said.  “Endeavor to overcome, young one.” 
 
    I snorted at that sage advice. 
 
    Adrian drew a deep breath, threw out his chest, and attempted a stern tone.  “Mother.  I forbid you to see this creature.” 
 
    Gloria lifted an eyebrow at that.  “You—forbid?” 
 
    I noticed all the work men in the area had stopped work to listen in without actually looking at us.   
 
    I imagine this is high drama to them.  Well, I’ll give them something to talk about. 
 
    I put an open, earnest expression on my face.  “Look, Adrian, it’s not like I’m joining the family.  Her interest in me is purely sexual, I assure you.” 
 
    The kid looked like he was having a stroke.  His eyes nearly popped out.   
 
    “We don’t have that kind of relationship,” Gloria said. 
 
    “Yes, we do,” I lied. 
 
    Adrian pointed at me.  “His heartbeat didn’t waver.  He told the truth!” 
 
    “He’s been trained by demons,” Gloria said.  “Besides, listening to heartbeats doesn’t help you with someone who believes his own lies.” 
 
    True. 
 
    Adrian leaned forward, hands on the table, staring daggers at me.  His eyes only got to pink, not red.  “Do you know how easy it would be for me to kill you?” 
 
    I gave him a level stare.  “Better than you have tried and failed.   
 
    Gloria looked around at the silent room, realized she had an audience, and snapped at them.  “Don’t you people have work to do?” 
 
    Hurriedly, they got busy again. 
 
    Gloria looked at me.  “Introduce yourself to Adrian properly.” 
 
    I pulled out a SIG Sauer P220 semi-automatic and took aim.  “Can I just shoot him in the face instead?”   
 
    Adrian paled, the little sissy boy. 
 
    Gloria reached for my gun.   
 
    I put it away first.  “Fine.  Introductions then.  I am Caine Deathwalker, Shadow Lord, heir to the L.A. Demon Clan, and head of their Covert Operations and Intelligence Division.”  It seemed to me I was missing a few titles but just couldn’t think of them. 
 
    Gloria said, “Lord Kane, head of our family, has sanctioned a blood contract with this person as a valuable resource for our people.   Take action against Caine Deathwalker and you will be held responsible by your great grandfather.” 
 
    “And he doesn’t like you.”  I’d meant it as a joke, but by the awkward silence on Gloria’s part, the way she dropped her eyes, I knew it was true.  I’d accidently hurt her.   
 
    How was I to know there was a landmine there?   
 
    I pressed on.  “Plus Lauphram—my adoptive father—will sink this city the same way he did Atlantis.  Tell me, Adrian, are you any good at breathing underwater?” 
 
     “Even if Lauphram spares L.A.,” Viper said, “there will be an all-out war between vampires and demons.  Me, I don’t mind.  I like killing, but then, I’m just a demon.” 
 
    “If we survived the war,” Gloria said, “how many of our legitimate businesses will still be standing?  This won’t be an open city for preternaturals anymore.  In fact, The Hub will close down and move elsewhere.  L.A. will lose its portal gates.  And the other major vampire houses will see our battle-weary weakness and come to pick our bones.”     
 
    “Oooo,” I said.  “I love the way you turn phrases.” 
 
    Adrian stabbed me with a dirty look for flirting with his mom, something else I enjoyed.   
 
    “And that’s just the beginning of bad,” I said.  “There are mysterious forces that look out after me.  Even if I can’t remember who they are.” 
 
    “Selene, the Goddess of the Red Moon, the Destroyer of the Wild Hunt, heads that list,” Gloria said. 
 
    Really?  Damn!  Is that my Mom? 
 
    I stored that nugget away for later research.” 
 
    Gloria leaned toward her son.  “And if that’s not bad enough, there’s the Mighty Xan.  Nothing can defeat her but red rum punch.” 
 
    I jerked at that name, a buried muscle kicking in my gut where someone might once have slugged me.  The image of the girl from my shower popped into my mind.  And also, a scene from a treehouse platform, the same girl—in a boy’s school uniform.  I saw the patch on her chest hanging by a thread. 
 
    I haven’t seen her recently.  Xan the Mighty, huh? 
 
    “Look, Gloria…,” my words brought her attention to me.  “As fun as it is standing here and tormenting your child, we have business.  Aren’t you supposed to drag me in back and have your way with me about now?” 
 
    Adrian still stood over the table, his face clouded with anger.  I could tell our logic hadn’t made a dent; he still wanted me out of his mother’s life—or dead and lying in a ditch somewhere.  At least I didn’t get the feeling he’d try to do the killing himself.  When his great-grandfather had been mentioned, I’d smelled Adrian’s fear.  I didn’t think Kane minded instilling fear; that’s what he does, but he had to be disappointed that Adrian hadn’t been able to push through the fear so they could have a deeper relationship.  That lack was why Kane didn’t like his great-grandson. 
 
    Some would argue that the way I’d stood up to Kane last month had been reckless, dangerous, nigh onto stupid.  But Lauphram was right.  Blind, wild-assed, courage was something Kane respected.  And it was the hole crucial in Adrian’s character.  Gloria and I both knew he didn’t have what he needed to rise in the vampire ranks.   
 
    Maybe that’s why she’s building a separate corporate empire for Adrian.  Better than nothing. 
 
    I think Gloria knew I was about to throw her son a scathing look of pity that would forever scar his snotty soul because she stood suddenly, grabbed me, and dragged me off.   
 
    Adrian started to chase after us. 
 
    Viper got in his way, stopping him.  I somehow knew she had a smile on her face, the look of a demon that doesn’t mind killing.  Adrian stopped, letting himself be intimidated. 
 
    Guy’s got to work on his vampire poses a little more.  A vamp should look cool even when surrendering. 
 
    Pulled backwards, my heels dragged the floor.  I noticed the workers had stopped to give me and Gloria knowing smirks.  None of them were going to call the police, concerned that a minor was being molested by a beautiful blonde.  Society’s double standard. 
 
    How very cruel. 
 
    Gloria pulled me into her private office and shut the door.  She’d gone for Baroque with plush, antique furniture; a lot of wood and crushed red velvet.  A big, walnut desk had papers and files scattered on it.  The carpet and paint on the walls smelled new.  She pinned me to the inside of the door and glared.  “I don’t want you hanging around my kid.  He’s developing abnormally as it is.” 
 
    “You should have let me put him out of his misery.  The runt isn’t going to make it in life.  I can spare him a lot of pain.” 
 
    “I think I liked you better when you were just a scared kid, fighting for your life.” 
 
    “Gotta grow up sometime.” 
 
    She pulled me off the door.  The office blurred.  I found myself slammed flat on top of her desk.  “Your joke went a mile too far.” 
 
    Who was joking? 
 
    I sighed.  “I don’t get it.  You can always have another kid, right?” 
 
    She leaned over me, baring fangs.  “Just for that, this is going to hurt.  A lot.”  She turned my face away, better exposing my neck.  I saw a picture in a frame: me at a dinner table, Gloria standing over me, looking lovely with a maniacal red light in her stare as she stabbed my hand.   
 
    That’s from last month.  Funny. I don’t remember anyone there with a camera.   The angle is funny, like it was taken from a high position.  I thought of Kane’s floating green ghost lights.  One of them?  Nah, couldn’t be.   
 
    Aughhhh! 
 
    Gloria bit deep and worried my throat like a rabid ferret.  It hurt but after a moment, her vampire enzymes hit my blood stream, triggering a euphoric effect.  I lay there while she withdrew her fangs and guzzled, her tongue laving my punctured skin, catching the blood flow.  I felt my cock engorge at the sensation, tightening my pants.  After a while, she finished up, her tongue secreting a coagulant compound to seal the wound.   
 
    One thing you can say about blood-sucking parasites, they’re efficient.   
 
    She lifted her mouth off me. 
 
    I turned my head to see her.  Her eyes were dilated.  There was a drunken quality to her grin.  All her anger had been washed away by my blood.   
 
    If ever there was a time… 
 
    I unzipped my pants.  My cock protruded, a rod of steel.   
 
    “Oh,” I said.  “Look at that!  He has a mind of his own.” 
 
    Gloria looked.  The smile on her face got downright evil.  “I could bite that off for you.  No trouble really.  You might enjoy a life where you piss sitting down.” 
 
    I stuffed myself back in my pants.  “Never mind.  Bad idea.” 
 
    She stepped back.    
 
    I sat up and turned on her desk to dangle my feet.  “So, movie tonight?” 
 
    “What’s playing?” 
 
    “There’s this new flick, a Goth musical.” 
 
    “What’s it called?” she asked. 
 
    “Rocky Horror Picture Show,” I said. 
 
    “Interesting title.  Okay, after I’m finished for the day.  Why don’t you go and buy the tickets?” 
 
    I pushed off her desk, and went to the door.  “I can do that.” 
 
    I didn’t tell her that I’d already seen the movie.  Some shows, you don’t mind going to over and over.  I went out and left her to work.  Immerging from her office, seeing Adrian still in a glaring mood, I made sure he saw me jerking up my zipper.   
 
    He looked like another blood vessel popping in his head.   
 
    The workmen watched as well.  As Viper and I left the bar, several of the men gave me a discrete thumbs-ups.  I went outside, humming to myself. 
 
    Let’s do the time warp again…! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    “One enemy horde down, 
 
    a hundred-billion to go.” 
 
      
 
                                                  —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I sat on my bed, in my new private quarters on the third floor of the clan house, a few doors down from Lauphram.  Housekeeping had brought back my laundry, leaving things on the bed for me to put away.  That chore didn’t take long.  One item caught my interest; a hooded, black sweatshirt I didn’t remember buying or receiving it as a gift.   
 
    I sat on my bed, holding the sweatshirt.  “There are far too many holes in my memory these days.”  My words echoed in the room but stirred up no answers.  I slipped my hand in the big, front pocket.  No reason existed for this impulse; there shouldn’t have been anything inside.  I found a folded piece of paper.  I pulled it out and unfolded the note.  I read the note carefully: 
 
      
 
    You don’t know who we are.  It has to be that way.  The future has been returned to something close to its original condition, with maybe a few improvements.  We loved the time we spent with you.  We had fun.  I can’t say it will happen again.  That depends on the Flawless.  Just know that when you need us, we will come to fight at your side.  Through hell and high water… 
 
      
 
                                                  —The Legion of Five 
 
      
 
    I read the note several times, folded it up, and put it in the drawer of my nightstand. 
 
    The Legion of Five.  I’d seen two of them in my shower.  I had a name for one of them: Xan the Mighty.  The other one had called me Dad. 
 
    I’d put Renzo to work, describing the school uniform and patch I’d seen Xan wearing.  I had no last name to put to her.  Renzo had investigated the patch and had located the school in Hollywood.  He’d personally gone through every yearbook they’d ever put out up to the current one.  Xan wasn’t in any of them.  That and the comment in the note told me she would attend the school—one future day.  She was a time traveler, apparently, and all I could do was wait to one day meet her again. 
 
    I wasn’t sure why I’d want to.  What could she mean to me?  What tied this Legion of Five to me so strongly?  I was alone in life.  The Old Man had given me a harbor, a home, but not a past.  I didn’t know if I wanted the future he offered.  I was going that way because nothing better offered itself.  It was the fight I knew. 
 
    I stood, went to the closet, and hung up the sweatshirt.  The room lit up behind me, a red-copper glow.  I turned and saw a portal standing open.  An eight-year-old boy stood there with midnight-red hair and eyes full of red-copper energy.  He wore an oversized, black sweatshirt with a big white skull on it.  Behind him was Xan, a grin on her face.  There were three others I didn’t know. 
 
    The Legion of Five.  A name to conjure by. 
 
    The icy over-layer around my heart cracked a bit. 
 
    The young boy held out a headband made of pure fey silver.  “They’re attacking another point in your time line.  If you’re in, you need to put this on.” 
 
    I looked at the headband.  “That’s got my missing memories in it, right?” 
 
    Xan answered.  “Right.  You’re not going to be allowed to remember anything you do with us.  Sorry.” 
 
    I walked toward them and stopped in front of the boy.  “I think I saw you in my shower once, but you were older.  My age.” 
 
    “That me is busy right now.  This me is the one you get.” 
 
    “You coming or not?” Xan asked. 
 
    Hell.  Why not. 
 
    I reached out and took the band.  “Just promise me I get to kill something.” 
 
    Xan grinned.  “Of course.  This is a killing mission.” 
 
    “That’s all I need to hear.”  I took the headband and shoved it down on my head.  Disorientation followed as a movie played out in my head and missing pieces of myself fell into place.  I walked past Xan and Colt, straight into a hug by Julia. 
 
    “I missed you,” she whispered. 
 
    I squeezed her ass in self-defense.  She didn’t seem to mind.  Colin pulled me loose and shoved me into the portal where Zahra waited with her usual, lovely disapproving expression.  She didn’t hug me. 
 
    “I didn’t miss you,” she said. 
 
    “Of course not,” I said. 
 
    The end of the portal in my room closed.  We walked the other way to where the portal opened onto an early-morning beach.  I stepped out—and fell on my face as the portal snagged one foot. 
 
    Son of a bitch!  I picked myself up off the sand.  I forgot about that. 
 
    The portal closed.  No people were around to marvel at our magical arrival.   
 
    I stared out at a stretch of empty beach.  The incoming waves were a few feet high, and the sand under them took on a green cast until the waves collapsed into translucent foamy water.  Beyond the waves, the water looked blue-gray, stretching out to a stronger blue.  I turned around to see a cliff face rising up a hundred feet.  There were palm trees at the top.   
 
    I turned to Julia.  “Where are we?  What’s the mission?” 
 
    Colin stared at me.  “They’re coming after me this time.  They want to kill my mom before she meets you.  They know, without her help, you might not become the High King of Fairy.  They’re going to unmake me.”  There was cold fear in his fey eyes.   
 
    “We’re not going to let that happen,” Colt said. 
 
    I felt the heart of the wolf blazing up inside me.  My hands curled into fists.  “No.  We’re not.”  Somewhere in my soul, a silver wolf howled. 
 
    Julia touched my arm moving in close.  “Activate your Demon Wings tatt.  When Izumi gets here, it will be your job to cloak her presence and get her out of here.”  
 
    “Why not just leave a portal open so we can all jump out of here together?”  It seemed like an obvious thing to do. 
 
    “Scavengers will just follow,” Colt said.  “That might increase casualties elsewhere.  It’s quiet and deserted here.” 
 
    “So, we’ll finish it here,” Xan said. 
 
    Julia leaned in and kissed me.  Hot energy poured into my mouth from the kiss, a gift of lifeforce to power up my tatt.  She held the kiss a little longer than was strictly necessary.  I didn’t complain.  Nor did I tell her I had a new golden soul and didn’t need a jump-start anymore. 
 
    Julia stepped away.   
 
    I opened my eyes and saw Xan.  She’d been watching with her mouth hanging open, shocked for once. 
 
    “A kickstart for his Demon Wings spell,” Julia explained. 
 
    “I want to kick him!” Xan complained. 
 
    “You should have thought of it first,” Julia said. 
 
    “Next time, Xan.”  I smiled guilelessly.  A new expression I’d been practicing in my mirror.  I thought it was coming along nicely.  “I promise.” 
 
    “Well, okay,” Xan said.  “I got dibs.”   
 
    “It’s almost time,” Zahra said. 
 
    I used the energy Julia had tongued me to ignite Demon Wings.  Under my black tee, the skin of my upper back tingled and warmed as the spell took hold. 
 
    Zahra pointed down to where a rock outcrop nearly pinched off the beach.  Running all-out in the surf, a terrified look on her face, a girl appeared in a white bikini.  Her hair was white, too.  Her bust looked like D-cups.   
 
    Definitely someone we must save. 
 
    Izumi didn’t look back once, knowing that’s not how you escape the claws of a nightmare.   
 
    Smart lady. 
 
    She saw the Legion of Five.  Instead of yelling for help, she made go-away gestures, like slapping an invisible volley ball.   
 
    “She’s trying to save us.”  Colin’s voice was choked up.   
 
    She kept coming.  Almost to us, a wide-eyed Izumi yelled.  “Run!  They’re coming.” 
 
    Down by the rock outcropping, a mass of naked, humanoid bodies with long, spindly limbs scuttled in her wake.  They were sexless, like dolls someone had made from white wax with too-long stomachs.  Their legs had an extra joint with backwards knees, and they had scythe-like blades in place of hands.  Their human faces were made monstrous with ant mandibles added like an afterthought.  They had glass-like antennas poking out of knobs where their noses ought to be.   They didn’t move like anything human because they weren’t, and as they came on, a chittering noise arose. 
 
    A hungry sound. 
 
    The Scavengers.  These were what the Flawless had sent to kill me at Red’s Tattoo Shop. 
 
    Izumi yelled at us.  “You kids need to get out of here!”  She reached out to give Zahra a push. 
 
    Zahra side-stepped it easily. 
 
    I grabbed Izumi’s wrist and pulled her into my cloaking spell.  Her eyes widened as she felt my magic and I appeared in her vision.  “You’re safe,” I said.  “I’ve got you now!”  I dragged her along, getting her away from what was going to be a very busy piece of beach in moments. 
 
    We got fifteen feet before Izumi collapsed to her knees, at the end of her strength.  She’d been running on sheer terror.  Her free hand in the wet sand, laboring to breathe, she looked back, fear in her face. 
 
    “As long as you hold on to me, I can save you,” I promised. 
 
    Back down the beach, Xan let a battle scream rip free, a sound of pure exultation as she lifted a hand into the air and drew the huge blue-crystal Storm Sword to her from out of the ether. 
 
    Colin grew swords of ice, one for each hand.  He hunched forward, braced for combat.  Zahra partially changed her hands, growing claws.  Little Colt wrapped himself in bands of red-copper lightning.  Julia hung back, the closest to me, taking aim to shoot past the others at the white horde. 
 
    “Who are you people?” Izumi gasped. 
 
    “The Legion of Five.  Plus one,” I said. 
 
    Storm clouds formed, dropping low from the sky, thick and roiling, crackling with blue lightning.  The wind howled for blood. 
 
    Izumi looked at me as I held her cold hand.  “Plus one?” 
 
    I smiled at her tits.  “Caine Deathwalker at your service, demon lord extraordinaire.” 
 
    The storm spat lightning.   
 
    So did Colt.   
 
    Julia’s revolvers spat lead.   
 
    Searing fire gouged chunks out of the scavengers, sending white body parts flying.  Thunder boomed like canon fire.  The chittering was shredded and thinned, like the Scavengers themselves, but they kept coming.  And the strangest thing was no blood burst from them, just icy-green ichors that splattered freely.  
 
    The killing of the vat-grown bug-men went on and on, a wonderful show that went to close quarters with Zahra leaping around, avoiding attacks, slashing with claws and a fierce expression on her face as if only now could the real her come out to play.  Using up her ammo, Julia sheathed her guns and reshaped hands into dragon claws.  Spitting fire, she kept pace with Zahra.  They moved in tandem, supporting each other’s efforts.     
 
    Xan whirled her massive sword, leaving a blue haze of ions in her wake as she slashed and crushed deep into enemy ranks.  It was unbelievable how such a tiny thing could roll right over the monsters, leaving them broken, bleeding, mewling in pain as they died. 
 
    As Colin fought with his ice swords, he chanted in Elven.  Bayonets of water rose off of the incoming waves.  The lengths froze into weapons of ice, embedding themselves in the Scavengers.   
 
    That caught Izumi’s attention.  “He’s Winter Court!”  That scared her for some reason. 
 
    “Yeah, so what?” 
 
    She pulled herself off the sand and leaned into me.  “Did she send you to take me back?  I won’t go!”  She shoved at me, but her fey strength wasn’t much different from human.  I pulled her into my arms and pinned her body against mine.   
 
    She gasped in outrage. 
 
    “We’re only here to save you,” I said.  “You can go where you want, do what you want later.  We just want you safe.” 
 
    She stopped struggling, staring into my eyes.  Her eyes grew huge as my erection grew between us like a club.  “Gaia’s frozen tits!  Is that all you?”  She wiggled a little and got a hand down between us to grip me with painful glee.  “It’s real!” 
 
    “I like enthusiasm as well as the next guy,” I said, “but don’t break it off.  I need that.  Frequently.” 
 
    She said, “When this is over, you must let me reward you—at length.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with now?” I asked. 
 
    She turned against me to look back at the fighting.  I followed her gaze.  A lot more Scavengers were dead and they were still coming.  Colt was now summoning mini-portals that dropped out of the sky and closed around Scavenger necks, taking the heads elsewhere.  The decapitated bodies were piling up.   
 
    Xan held out her sword, letting forks of blue lightning leap into the white horde, exploding dozens at a time, if not more.   
 
    “They seemed to have everything under control,” I said. 
 
    I turned Izumi’s face toward mine.  A lot of her fear and panic were gone, replaced by sexual tension as her animal nature felt the joy of survival.   
 
    “No one can see us while we’re touching,” I said. 
 
    Zahra doesn’t count. 
 
    I kissed Izumi’s cold lips.  They warmed quickly, clinging to mine.   
 
    “Now is fine,” she said. 
 
    I pushed up her top and squeezed her tits with delighted fingers.  She moaned in my mouth.  I slid one hand to her hip where a bow-tied kept her bottom in place.  I tugged the bow loose.  Her swimsuit bottom fell to the sand.  I let my hands explore freely.   
 
    She broke from the kiss.  “I’ve never done it on a battlefield.” 
 
    “Me either.  Let’s find out if we like it.”  She collapsed to the sand and I stretched out against her.  “You’re not a virgin, are you?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m a fey girl over ten.  Of course not.” 
 
    “I just wanted to know if I needed to be considerate.” 
 
    She tugged opened my pants and freed a monster.  “Let me do the considering here.”  And she did.  After all, fey were tri-sexual.  There was a good chance she had much to teach me. 
 
    The battle went on and on and on.  The not too distant sounds of killing drowned out our grunts, moans, and Izumi’s screams of pleasure. Buried inside her, I pounded away, feeling my body temperature dropping dangerously.  Fortunately, I got off before a very precious part of me froze and broke off inside her.  Winter fey, I discovered, frost over when it’s really good. 
 
    As the last of the Scavengers died, Izumi put her bikini back together.  I helped her up and put my own clothes on.   
 
    Zahra sat down in the sand nearby taking a breather as her hands went back to human.  She sniffed the air and turned yellow cat-eyes our way.  She frowned at me.  “You are such an animal.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said.  “What’s your point?” 
 
    Instead of answering, she turned her eyes away and silently stared into a future only she knew with any certainty.  
 
    The others came up to join Zahra.  Colt was last since he used a wall of red-copper light to sweep the dead chunks of Scavenger out to sea to feed the sharks.   
 
    I wasn’t sure they’d thank us. 
 
    I dropped my Demon Wings spell and smiled at Izumi.  “Can we drop you somewhere?” 
 
    “You’re really not going to make me go home?” Izumi said. 
 
    “We can’t,” Colt said.  “That’s not what needs to happen.” 
 
    Julia cut in, “I suggest you use that glamour of yours non-stop.  Live in it.  Hide in it.  There are others besides your mother looking for you.” 
 
    “My glamour didn’t work on those things,” Izumi said.  “I don’t know why.” 
 
    “You fear overrode your control,” Colt said.  “You’ll need to develop a fearless heart.” 
 
    The sky shone brighter as morning settled in with more confidence.  Izumi said, “I always did want to reinvent myself.” 
 
    “Well, this is Malibu,” Julia said.  “A good place to do it.” 
 
    “So, that’s where we are,” I said. 
 
    Zahra stared at me like I should have known. 
 
    Colin stared at Izumi.  “You’re all right?”   
 
    She looked back at him, still a little wary.  “I’m fine.  You’re not going to tell my mom I’m in the human world, are you?” 
 
    He turned his eyes away from her very exposed body, his face reddening.  “No.  I can keep a secret.” 
 
    “We all can,” Julia said.  “We have practice.” 
 
    “And more secrets than most,” Colt said. 
 
    That’s certainly true. 
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    Golden light bled off me as I left the portal, letting it close behind me.  I looked around at the Dragon World park, one of many.  I’d been here before, that time I’d kidnapped Julia from school.  I remembered the monolithic gray stone towers made of steel, stone, and topaz glass.  A kind of steam-punk looking mono-rail wove around buildings, servicing some of the upper levels.  The dragons had something against sharp corners on buildings.   
 
    A buffer zone of forest ringed the park I was in.  Garden plots and paths crowded in.  Close by, quartz-lined flower beds held rusty brown grass and sapphire stalks crowned with yellow blooms.   Benches in the area were designed for dragons in their humanoid forms.  Elsewhere, great crumpled, folded beams of steel gave rest to dragons in their natural form.  These iron knots could have been displays stolen from a modern art museum.  The sky was a deepening blue, an evening color.  A few stars were out. 
 
    And back behind some building, an unnatural fire burned.  A frosty lime light fanned up into the sky.  And above that light, hovering in the sky like a small moon, was an almost crystalline shape that bent oddly, as if some of its dimensions conformed to the rules of an alien dimension.  Something about it caused eyes to shy away.   As I struggled to watch, pale green beams flashed down from it to other sections of the city, and they, too, burned the same weird color.   
 
    Hearing running steps, I turned.   
 
    Vivian ran up to me, sheathed in a black bodysuit with weapons strapped on everywhere.  Her face was hard.  Her dhampyr eyes were a pink flame.  “That’s why Kur called you.  A flawless has found the dragon world.  We don’t think it was on purpose.  Colt tells us this is our first contact, not counting temporal anomalies.”   
 
    I looked back to the beams tearing hell out of the dragon city.  “Hell of a first contact.  What did the dragons do to piss it off?” 
 
    “They exist,” Vivian said.  “Selene says Flawless need no other reason.” 
 
    I smiled grimly.   “Well, let’s just see how flawless they really are.”  I willed my human form to transformed into living shadow and rose a few feet in the air, a black ghost with blades of golden light fanning from my back, swords and wings.   
 
    Vivian’s gasped though it wasn’t her first time seeing my shadow-god state.  I understood.  Even I wasn’t used to it yet. 
 
    “Take me with you,” she said. 
 
    “Can’t, not into that kind of fire power.  I need to be free to go all out.  I’m sure you’ll find plenty to help out with.  The city is burning.” 
 
    I shot high into the air before she could jump on anyway.  The truth was, Colt—his sixteen-year-old version—loved her.  She’d been dying of blood loss and he’d fed her his blood to save her life, without realizing the intoxicating effect demi-god blood would have on a half-vampire.  She’d lost her senses and raped him—his first-time experience with sex.  They should have gone on, pretending it hadn’t happened, but neither one of them could.   So, they were a coupe now.   
 
    A couple of idiots.   
 
    Selene said Vivian was destined to die here on the Dragon World, that Colt would hate me for not protecting her.  The event was supposedly necessary for the sake of the future timeline we needed to save the multiverse from the Flawless invasion.   
 
    Well, I wasn’t going to let it happen.  If there was one thing I could give to my son, it was the life of his first love.  Vivian could be pissed at me all she wanted for being left out. 
 
    I climbed higher in the sky until the city towers were far below and the park just a little patch of green.  Dozens of wings of dragons came in from all directions: golds, greens, blues, reds.   The vee formation dotted the sky, bearing down on the crystal puzzle shape of the errant Flawless that was dissolving the city with its weird pale-green rays. 
 
    I made my approach too, wondering just what the hell I was going to be able to do here anyway.  At the same time, there was a climbing thrill; here was the threat I was born to face, the purpose of my destiny—an enemy to sink my teeth into. 
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