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    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    Kat stood with me on the Dragon World, on a street corner in Capital City.  Zahra, her adopted daughter, stood at her side.  They held hands, strangers to this reality.  Dragon’s in human form passed us, looking us over with curious eyes.  They could smell the shifters and knew them to be off-worlders, not that they cared much.  Magic-users from Earth and Fairy occasionally visited; nothing new. 
 
    The little girl was small for just turning seven.  She wore purple jeans and a pink tee that matched her sneakers.  Her normal looks were exotic, Middle-Eastern; dusky skin and long silky hair black.  She had a pretty face unless looking my way.  Then, it scrunched up in distaste.  She didn’t much care for me though she was infatuated with my son Colt.   
 
    He’s the only reason she ever helps me. 
 
    “You’re sure?” I asked.  “This city is ground zero?”  
 
    Zahra’s gaze met mine.  The girl’s eyes shimmered pale gold with the power of a seer.  She had the Eyes of Bastet—actual eyes—not some ancient relic as the supernatural world assumed.  The little girl was an avatar of the cat goddess Bastet, gifted with a small measure of divine power and a large amount of disdain from her werebobcat nature.   
 
    Kat was also a feline shifter, tabby-cat variety, the Mistress of the Shreveport Pride.  She had a dancer’s body and a wereliger for a boyfriend so I didn’t hit on her.  
 
    Zahra pointed high into the sky.  “From there.  I’m sure.  The sky will burn.”  The gold light left her eyes; they went back to being black.  She turned to Cat and hugged her, burying her face in the woman’s shirt.  Zahra cried.  “So many are going to die.” 
 
    “I know,” I said.   
 
    “You have what you need?” Kat asked. 
 
    “Yes.  If I can barrier the surrounding cities and shield this one directly, I can keep the death toll down to mere millions.” 
 
    “What a holocaust!” Cat hugged her child.  “Will they come to Earth after this?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  Selene has me focusing on the short term.  She’s handling the long-term—with Colt’s help.” 
 
    Zahra turned around, leaning back against her mother, and stared up at me.  “You’ll tell Colt I helped you.” 
 
    “I’ll tell him you were very helpful.” 
 
    She smiled through her tears.  “Good.  He can come and visit me sometime if he wants.  We can go out for ice cream.” 
 
    I looked into Kat’s face.  “Guard her well.  When the Flawless of the future find out she’s been spying on them, they’ll add her to their list of enemies.  Not that everybody isn’t on that list all ready, but she’ll get prioritized.” 
 
    “Our pride will protect her.  You just stop these monsters.” 
 
    I nodded.  “I’ll try.”   
 
    She glared.  “Do more than try.  I think we’re ready to go home now.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked.  “This world has ice cream, too.” 
 
    Zahra looked up at her mom, eyes pleading.  She bounced up and down on the balls of her feet. 
 
    “I suppose.  As long as we’re here.”  Kat stared at me.  “You’re being nicer than usual.  Why?” 
 
    “Zahra could one day marry Colt and become my daughter-in-law.   I’d like it if she didn’t hate me.” 
 
    “She doesn’t hate you.” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Zahra said.  “But it’s fine.  He can buy me ice cream.” 
 
    “Very pragmatic of you,” I said. 
 
    Her brow furrowed.  “I don’t know that word.”  She took out a crossword puzzle book and pencil and wrote the word down on an inside margin, Kat spelling it out for her. 
 
    “You can look it up when you get home,” I said.  “Ice cream is this way.”  I moved off, leaving them to follow.  My use of Zahra was also pragmatic.  Since it was going to eventually bring enemy attention to her, her parents were soon going to be fighting on my side.  Therefore, the least I could do was buy her a treat.   With my back to them, they couldn’t see my evil grin.  Dragon World flavors of ice cream could be challenging all on their own.  I hoped Zahra was up to it.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ONE 
 
      
 
    “And paparazzi call us monsters.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    It was only the third red light I’d run that day and a cop presumed to pull me over.  I could have ignored him and kept going; I had diplomatic plates on my car.  I knew that because I’d put them there myself.  Perhaps I should have gotten some real ones, but that seemed like such a hassle.  And I hated waiting in line at the DMV.   
 
    The cop strolled up to me.  He looked young and had a tight stomach, not yet addicted to donuts.  He even smiled.  “Where’s the fire?” 
 
    I smiled back.  “About to leap out of my hands and destroy something.” I held them up in plain sight.  “Really, it’s not safe for me to stop here.” 
 
    He cocked an eyebrow.  “X-Man or Brotherhood of Evil Mutants?” 
 
    The answer stunned me.  This was not the stereotypical cop that would stop you, extort money, and leave you to have a bad day over being “protected and served”.  A comic nerd?  I wondered how long it would take for the system to grind the newbie down into the usual zombie road pirate. 
 
    Grinning, I answered.  “I may be an outlaw, but I’m an outlaw hero for justice.” 
 
    “I’m still giving you a ticket.” 
 
    Of course, you are.  We can’t possibly let people freely control their own lives. 
 
    I tried reason.  “But that’s not even law you’re illegally trying to enforce, just code.  Code is an arbitrary standard used by criminals in power to steal from the public.  I thought you were better than that.  And you must not have seen my diplomatic plate.” 
 
    “Is that what that was?  Crayon letters on laminated white cardboard don't count.”   
 
    Thin filaments of yellow electricity wreathed my fingers, burning the air to ozone, theatrically lighting my face.  “Are you sure about that?”  
 
    He fanned himself with his ticket book as the summer sun blazed down on us both.   
 
    The lightning sank back into my hand.  
 
    He shook off what he probably thought was a hallucination, maybe the onset of heatstroke.  “Tell you what, if you give me a legitimate reason for running that light, I’ll give you a police escort to wherever you’re going.  That’s fair, right?” 
 
    “See that white van that pulled up behind you when you stopped?  It’s full of bad guys chasing me.  I feared for my life.” 
 
    He shifted so he could slant the white van a side-stare.  “He’s sticking a camera out the window.” 
 
    “Paparazzi,” I said.  “Vicious little weasels.  They killed Lady Di you know?” 
 
    “They’re not doing anything illegal just yet, like running a red light and using a fake license plate.  This has been entertaining, but I’m going to have to ticket you—glowing hands or not.”  He opened his ticket book.  “Let’s see a license and proof of insurance, please.” 
 
    “Well, at least you’re polite.”   
 
    I turned into a living shadow, dark through and through as I drifted in the air, leaving my Mustang convertible.  Rotating in the air, I pointed a hand at the traffic signal and sent a searing jag of lightning into it.  The thing exploded and what was left swung off to the side on a slagging steel cable, the other cable had burned through. 
 
    The guy with the camera got out of the van to take a picture of the wrecked light. 
 
    I descended into my Mustang to find the cop had his gun drawn and pointed at my face.  His cheerful, easy-going expression was gone.  He gave me a steely glare that Dirty Harry would have been proud of. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow.  “What’s that for?” 
 
    “You’re under arrest for damaging city property.” 
 
    “You’re forgetting my diplomatic status as High King of Fairy, Lord of the L.A. Demon Clan, and Heir-in-Exile to the Dragon World.  Oh, left one out.  I’ll soon be marrying into vampire royalty as well.”   
 
    This guy must have missed my recent coming out of the closet on nation TV. 
 
    He stared down the barrel of his gun, gripping it in both hands.  “Out of the car, now!  No more throwing lightning.” 
 
    I floated up in the air and turned to look at him.  “You believe you can actually shoot the Red Moon Demon?  That’s too cute.  Go ahead and get it out of your system—shoot me.” 
 
    “I will if you resist arrest.” 
 
    I floated toward him.   
 
    He backed away. 
 
    My feet settled to the road.  I held my hands toward him.  “Go ahead, cuff me, officer.” 
 
    “Turn around and face the car.” 
 
    “That’s beneath my dignity,” I explained.  “Pull out your cuffs.  I want to see how well they snap onto living shadow.” 
 
    “You are a mutant, aren’t you?”  He reached out and poked at me.  His hand went through my right wrist like it wasn’t there.  He pulled his hand back as if I’d bitten it.” 
 
    Not yet.  Not hungry.  Maybe later. 
 
    “Okay,” he said.  “I’m letting you off with a warning.  Don’t run any more red lights.” 
 
    “Oh, excuse me a minute.”  I walked away from him.  He followed, gun still in hand.  I passed his vehicle and went past the driver’s door of the white van.  The camera guy was back inside with the driver.  Standing beside the van, I became solid again—my usual handsome self in a black suit with a red tie. 
 
    The Goth power look. 
 
    I gripped the undercarriage of the van and flipped the whole thing onto its opposite side with my dragon-born super strength. 
 
    I walked back past the patrol car.  The officer still had his gun in hand but didn’t point it my way.  He looked at me with disapproval. 
 
    “What?  You never asked me to not tip vans.” 
 
    “Get out of here.  I’ve got to call this in.  Freak lightning strike hits a traffic light and van flips over.  That will sound good in my report.” 
 
    “Very believable.  Anything else might get you desk-duty with a suspected mental disorder.” I went on to my midnight-blue mustang with the pale blue lighting paint job and climbed behind the wheel.   
 
    The paint-job was fair warning.  Seeing it, if people still wanted to mess with me, they could fry.  As a king many times over, I was certainly above the law.   
 
    And I fucking need to act like it; putting fear in the hearts of my enemies. 
 
    I floored the gas pedal and screeched out of there.  It was perfectly justified.  There was a dire emergency: I was getting sober.   
 
    The patrol car didn’t budge.  He was going to let me be someone else’s problem.   
 
    A very enlightened attitude. 
 
      
 
    I reached my destination, the Golden Saloon, a hipster bar on 6th Street, in the Skid Row section of downtown L.A.  It wouldn’t have been my first, second, or third choice for a meeting, but I didn’t pick it.  The place wasn’t going to open for another seven hours, but I was meeting the owner.  I no longer did relic retrievals for people, but a good friend had asked a favor.  I said I’d at least listen. 
 
    The booze just better be good. 
 
    I parked and got out of my car, walking around to the front door.  A placard announced a live jazz band on Wednesdays.  I tried the door.  It was unlocked.  I went in.  My footfalls echoed on hardwood floors.  I saw no one. 
 
    The place was gloomy, rustic.  A three-tier chandelier hung near the L-shaped bar, trying to add some class; like lipstick on a pig. There were brass stools with round, red seats on top and an assortment of wooden tables and chairs.  The walls were rough, distressed red brick, and there were white concrete supports.  Behind the bar was the usual vast array of bottles on green-glass shelves.  The bottles were backlit by yellow LEDs turning them into lures for the barflies.    
 
    I considered stealing a bottle for my trouble and just walking off.  People who call important meetings aren’t supposed to be late.  It’s disrespectful.  I decided to wait for five minutes—then take two bottles.   
 
    If an ugly person shows up, I’ll shoot them dead so they’ll learn their lesson.  Only a hot female can be forgiven, especially one who owns a bar. 
 
    Golden eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind as my inner dragon roused enough to take an interest in me.  What’s going on? 
 
    I shrugged.  Cooling my heels.  Waiting for a lady with a problem to show. 
 
    That’s when I heard steps approaching.  A narrow door in the wall behind the bar swung open.  A woman stepped up and into the room from a staircase, butting the door closed behind her.  She was about twenty-five or twenty-six and carried a wooden crate.  She brought it over, setting it on the bar, and sent me a dazzling white smile.  She stalked toward me with leonine grace, all curves, a glint of hunger in darkly shining eyes.  She smelled of oleander, a scent close to apricot. She wore a white shirt, the sleeves pushed back to her elbows.  There was no polish on her fingernails.  Her lip gloss was light, but her mascara-heavy, giving her a Cleopatra look.  Her tawny-gold hair was frizzy, gathered in back in a tail, except for a small cataract that drizzled down the left side of her face. 
 
    My dragon stirred, pushing me straighter on the stool.  We both decided my gun wasn’t going to be needed. 
 
    “Hi,” she said.  “I’m Juniper Jones.  My friends call me Juno.” 
 
    “You called for a demon?” 
 
    Her smile dimmed a little.  “I did.  Are you really umm…?” 
 
    “A demon?  No.  I just run the local demon clan.  I’m actually a shadow mage and dragon.  My friends call me Caine.  My enemies don’t call me anything because, well, they’re all dead.”   
 
    I like letting a girl know right off I’m a bad boy in case they want something bad for them. 
 
    “Caine, I don’t mean to be insulting, but are you really a supernatural entity?  If this is some kind of game or scam…” 
 
    “You asked for me,” I reminded her.  “And I wouldn’t be here if Grace hadn’t asked nicely.  My time is valuable.  Now, I understand this is about a supernatural relic.  Is that what’s in the crate?” 
 
    She looked into it.  Her voice dropped to a whisper.  “Yes.” 
 
    “Is it something you want to sell to me?” 
 
    “No.  I want it to go back to its owner.  And I want you to ask them to take off the curse that came with this…thing.” 
 
    “You’re under a curse?” 
 
    Might be worth my time after all. 
 
    “Feels like it, ever since my father died and I found this in a storage space he rented.  My father had a history in the antiquity acquisition field, a shady reputation.  He didn’t always provide certificates of authenticity.”  She looked into her crate.  “I know of no provenance that touches on this.  I don’t even know if it’s a human relic.” 
 
    “Now I’m curious.  Show it to me.” 
 
    “One word of warning.  I had an employee who found this where I had it hid.  He touched it and lost it.” 
 
    “Lost the relic?” 
 
    “Went crazy.  He saw and heard things that weren’t there.  I had to call the police and have him hauled off.  I suspect I only have bad dreams because I’m a woman.  I think this thing is actively hostile to males.” 
 
    Like most of the femanazi out there. 
 
    I gestured at the box.  “Let’s see the mysterious contents.  Hold it up.  I should be able to tell at a glance what this is; I’m very informed about these things.” 
 
    Her smile returned.  “Even if you say so yourself?  Well, that’s the expertise Grace promised.” 
 
    Juno reached into the box and lifted out an object wrapped with a green silk scarf. She unfolded the material, revealing a ceremonial mask of some kind.   
 
    Inside my head, looking out through my eyes, my inner dragon stared.  For once, he didn’t call dibs on the treasure.  I didn’t blame him; the mask was fuck-ugly.  The hand-painted surface wasn’t gold leaf, just gold paint.  There was a streak across the eyes, a raccoon mask in emerald green.  The oversized, pursed lips were crimson.  It looked like something a child had made in art class, except for the stone embedded in the forehead. 
 
    Ah!  A dream stone: that’s the true relic. 
 
    The oval stone was slightly larger than my thumbnail, a semi-clear crystal with a core of celestial blue.  I’d seen stones like this from India—and in Fairy. 
 
    “I’m going to need some alcohol.” 
 
    “To test the stone?” she asked. 
 
    “No, I’m thirsty.” 
 
    Her lips quirked in a smile.  “I’ll get you something.”  She set the mask on the bar and turned away.  As she went to pour me a drink, I picked up the mask and pried the stone off it.  I set the mask back down and held the stone in my hand.  The bar faded out.   
 
    I saw high, bluish grass surrounding a grove of tall trees that had fused in their growing, making a wall.  The air was rich with orchid scents.  Hand-sized butterflies of saffron yellow and grape fluttered past me.   
 
    I turned on the barstool.  It was the only part of the bar still left.  To the side, I saw a village of stick-huts with thatch roofs.  There were warrior women with azure skin and indigo hair.  They had four arms and a matching number of saggy tits, walking two-armed men on leashes.  Loincloths seemed to be the main item of dress.  The men had cream-colored skin with amber hair.  They were weak, starved-looking things.  The women were athletic and armed with spears, and knives strapped to plump thighs.   
 
    Beyond the village, I saw smoke-blue mountains rising like a tortured moonscape.  Two silver moons hung above the mountains in a blue-velvet sky with the first stars of the evening twinkling in place. 
 
    Motion drew my stare back to earth.  Several of the warrior women looked at me as if they could actually see me.  One of them drew back an arm and tossed a spear. 
 
    I let a crackle of gold lightning jazz over the moonstone in my hand. 
 
    I heard Juno gasp. 
 
    The dreamscape was dashed away.   
 
    The bar was back.  Along with a spear that hit between barstools, barely missing my leg.  It stuck in the bar, the thin shaft quivering with impact.  I turned and set the jewel down, then reached for the spear.  As my hand touched it, it faded to nothing, leaving just a nick in the wood. 
 
    Interesting.  A hallucination with a bite. 
 
    Someone had left a very strong dreamscape, their very own private fantasy world, within the stone.  It could be some kind of magical virtual-world game or even a secret vault where some unknown treasure was guarded by the alien Amazons.   
 
    Hostile to men?  I’ll say so. 
 
    I picked up the shot glass and threw back some very smooth bourbon.  “Perfect.  Another please.” 
 
    She poured from a bottle.  “What did you find out?” 
 
    “It may take a great deal of research to find out who last owned this stone.  It’s the real relic, not the mask.  You’re not under a curse.  The stone is just very powerful.  It can affect the minds of people who don’t even have an aptitude for magic.  And whoever created this spell-stone did have an extreme hatred for all things male.” 
 
    “It didn’t seem to bother you.” 
 
    “I am the High King of Fairy, ordained by the three goddesses to unite the kingdoms; I partake of all the courts’ magic. One of which is the Court of Dreams.  This isn’t the first dream stone I’ve handled.” 
 
    “Is this stone from Fairy?” 
 
    “It’s possible.  Like I said.  It will take research to know.  The good news is; your bad dreams should stop once I leave with the stone.” 
 
    “And you’re not going to have bad dreams?” 
 
    “I always have bad dreams.  I enjoy them.” 
 
    “So, what do I owe you?” Juno asked. 
 
    I drank the second glass and put it down.  “You let me keep the stone and we’ll be even.” 
 
    “Do you want a bill of sale?” 
 
    “Since there’s no provenance, I don’t see the point.  Or do you think I should pay you for the stone?” 
 
    “Well…if it actually has value, wouldn’t that be the right thing for you to do?” 
 
    So much for being grateful for a free consult. 
 
    “You can look up prices online.  You’ll find these types of stone chip easily and will tend to sell anywhere from forty to eighty-five dollars.” 
 
    “Even when it’s a mystic relic?”  Avarice shone in her eyes an attractive glint of hunger.   
 
    “What would you consider a fair offer?” I asked. 
 
    “A thousand dollars?”   
 
    I wasn’t sure if she was asking or telling me.  I don’t think she knew either.  I took out my wallet and pulled out some cash.  I laid five hundred-dollar bills and laid them on the bar.  “Meet me halfway.  Ideally, I should be charging you for my time.” 
 
    She scooped up the money.  “Done.” 
 
    I slid off the barstool and picked up the stone.  This time, it didn’t try to pull me into its hidden world.  I think I’d scared it a little.   “Don’t forget to burn the mask.  There’s a possibility that it’s stolen.  If any part of it is left lying around, it’s possible that scrying magic could lead someone here, searching.  If they think you stole from them, there’s a certain type of being who will teach you a lesson with a bloody knife, maybe leaving you with a broken neck.” 
 
    Someone like me. 
 
    I shrugged.  “Just sayin’…be smart.” 
 
    There was fear in her eyes.  It made her lovelier than the greed had.  “I understand.  I’ll do it at once.” 
 
    I nodded and turned to the door.  “And if the paparazzi show up, just tell them we’re dating and you’re having my love child.” 
 
    Her words followed me toward the door.  “Grace was right about you.  You’re funny and cool in a dark, twisted sorta way.  Do you really have a harem?” 
 
    “Alas, my harem is no more.”  I grew misty-eyed with loss. “I’ve become a victim of my success and several political marriages are now in my future.”  
 
    She sighed with sympathy.  “There are still meaningless one-night stands.” 
 
    I smiled through my sorrow.  “That’s about all that keeps me going.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWO 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, I stopped listening  
 
    to idiots years ago.” 
 
      
 
                                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I returned to my car and climbed in.  Before I even got the engine revving, my phone played the ringtone for We All Die Young by Steel Dragon.  I assign songs to tell me who’s calling so I don’t have to read the caller ID.  This tone was a recent addition, the number having been passed to me by my cousin, my new step-mom now—and does she hate that?   
 
    Hell, yes.  A lot of political marriages going around, not just for me.  A sign of changing times. 
 
    The ringtone matched Kur, my grandfather, so-called Emperor of the Dragon World.  I was of age.  By dragon law, he should have passed the crown onto me and stepped down from power.   
 
    Kur claimed he couldn’t confirm me to the throne because I was only half-dragon.  The rest of my bloodline came from a race called the Villagers: they were shadow-mages and warriors out of hell—my father’s side of the family.  They formed the core of the ancient myth of the Titans imprisoned in Tartarus, a Greek Underworld. 
 
    Theoretically, I was in exile from the Dragon World for kidnapping my adopted daughter Julia from their care, and for flaunting their laws while doing it.   
 
    Some people just can’t stand it when others have a little fun.   
 
    There were two factions of traditionalists on the Dragon World: those who’d tolerate me taking the throne because of lineage, and those who’d hate it due to my so-called impurities.  My ascension would probably cause a civil war.   
 
    Enjoying that thought, I answered the phone with a smile.  “Caine Deathwalker, the rightful king of the Dragon World here.  What can I do for you, Grandfather?” 
 
    “You can stop telling the universe that you are our legitimate government in exile.” 
 
    “Trying to hide the truth, huh?  That’s so silly of you.  These things have a way of getting out.” 
 
    “Your lies are more believable to others now that you’re High King of Fairy.   My diplomatic corps informs me we can no longer call you a liar since it gives grounds for Fairy to declare war.  Not that I’m worried about an invasion.” 
 
    “I myself am an invasion,” I said.  “I’ve already proved it to all of you.  That’s why I’m theoretically in exile, when not exercising my title as the Lord Executioner of the Dragon World.  Oh, in case no one told you, I’ve evolved into a god now with god-level powers, just like Selene.  When I decide I want my crown, I’m just going to take it off your dead body.” 
 
    There was a long silence over the connection.  Then he came back.  “That can’t be true.  It took Selene a thousand years to become Goddess of the Red Moon.” 
 
    “It’s true, all right.  Wait until you see how fast I take the next tier.  I hope that thought keeps you up nights.” 
 
    “I’m sure it will.” 
 
    “So, did you call just to hear my manly voice?” I asked. 
 
    Who’d blame you? 
 
    “I want to talk to you about a compromise that settles this situation between us.” 
 
    A compromise; like, you assassinate me and I stop complaining?  I smiled.  Bring it. 
 
    “Since you’re calling me on a cell phone, I’m assuming you’re here in the human world right now.  A world-to-world comm system isn’t one of the upgrades Vivian put in for you at the palace, is it?” 
 
    “Oh, you know about me hiring her.” 
 
    “I’m a god, remember.  I can pluck secrets out of the shadows now.  They constitute my godly domain.  Any shadow in any reality gives me strength and access.  It’s something you should never forget.” 
 
    Kur sighed dramatically.  “I liked you better when I could push you around.” 
 
    “I’m putting everyone on notice: those days are dead and buried in the woods in an unmarked grave that I have pissed upon.  So where do you want to meet?” 
 
    “I want an all-beef burger, fries, and an Oreo shake if possible.” 
 
    I grinned an evil grin.  “Fine, but there’s no way I’m waiting on you.  You can carry your own tray” 
 
    “I’ll have the girls with me.  You remember my Imperial Guard?” 
 
    My mind flashed to a past visit to the Dragon World.  There had been three women who’d wanted to kill me.  They’d been hot and snooty: blue-topaz robes with gold sashes and slippers.  Their hair, lips, and eye-shadow had also been metallic gold, as were their eyes.  Their nails had been inch-long, painted gold, more like talons.   There had been a dazzle of gold dust on their cheeks.  The one in the middle had crossed her arms under ample cleavage—her main weapon.   The other two had held staffs crowned with forked prongs.  The hollow base of the prongs had each held a yellow topaz smelling of lightning.   
 
    The Imperial Guard has always been fond of magical weapons.   
 
    My inner dragon drooled over the memory of the jewels—and the women.  He complained: I never got their phone numbers. 
 
    Well, looks like you can ask them now.  Just don’t let Selene know. 
 
    It was funny; Selene didn’t care who I whored around with but expected my inner dragon to be strictly monogamous with her inner dragon.  My dragon considered this highly unfair of course even though Selene was exclusive with us. 
 
    “Kur, do you know where Gloria’s Place is?” 
 
    “I’ve heard of it; sort of neutral ground in L.A. where enemies can meet and everyone’s safety is guaranteed.” 
 
    “That’s right.  I’ll meet you there in an hour.” 
 
    “Fine.”  He killed the connection. 
 
    I placed a call to Gloria’s grandfather, Kain, the first vampire.  The call went through after a few rings.  Since I was now engaged to marry Gloria, he didn’t leave me hanging long—we were almost family.  The connection opened.  “Kain here.” 
 
    “Hi, it’s me.  Can you meet me at Gloria’s Place in an hour?” 
 
    “Are we making wedding plans?” 
 
    “Of a sort.  There will be three very hot blonde warrior-women with enchanted weapons.  There’s a good chance they might try to kill me.  I thought you might like to bring your camera.” 
 
    “These women, have you used them and simply flung them aside, earning their wrath?” 
 
    “Not everything in the universe is my fault.  The girls provide security for my grandfather Kur, Regent of the Dragon World.  He’s in town, talking about a reconciliation which may or may not be a trap.  If he’s on the level, we’ll want him at the wedding.  Ever met an imperial dragon lord before?” 
 
    “I can’t say I have.” 
 
    As an ancient vampire, Kain was lord of his kind and strong enough to function fully by day without risk from the sun.  “Who else would I want at my back to broker a deal between kings.  Kur is a hundred-thousand-years old, a very wily dragon.  It will take finesse to get one-up on him.” 
 
    “You are presenting this to me as a challenge?” 
 
    “Don’t you like challenges?” 
 
    “I do.  I and my cameras will meet you there.”  He hung up. 
 
    I placed my next call to Gloria.  She picked up at once.  “Hello, my love.” 
 
    “Hi, Gloria.  I’m coming down there in about an hour to have lunch with your grandfather and my grandfather.  Can you whip up beef-burgers, fries, and Oreo shakes for those of us not drinking blood?” 
 
    “Only if you promise to ravish me at your first opportunity.” 
 
    “Aren’t you saving yourself for marriage?” 
 
    “Darling, it’s not the twelfth century.  Chastity belts are out of fashion.” 
 
    “Okay.  Ravish Gloria.  It’s in my daily planner.  I’m counting on you to charm my grandfather.  This meeting may create a path for me to claim my mother’s throne.  I’ll need that power base to fight the Flawless—when they manifest.” 
 
    “Has Selene said when that will be?” 
 
    “All she’ll say is: ‘Too damn soon!’” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll get my chef busy.  See you soon.” 
 
    “I can’t wait.” 
 
    “For the wedding?” she teased. 
 
    “Idea’s growing on me.  Should we invite Adrian but give him the wrong address?”  Usually, sons want to see their mother at such an event.  Adrian, however, hated me with an undying passion.  “He only wants to see me dead.” 
 
    “I’m sure, when he sees how happy you make me, he’ll come around.  Eventually.” 
 
    “I won’t hold my breath.  Bye, baby.” 
 
    “Bye.” 
 
    I ended the call and started the Mustang.  If I were lucky, I’d see a few more red lights I could run on the way to Gloria’s.   
 
    Promises are just words in the wind unless I mean them. 
 
      
 
    Claude the doorman saw me coming, a big man with all the beauty of a troll.  He’d been working out.  His beer gut was on the way out.  He actually looked like he’d bathed recently, too.  His black clothes were crisp and clean.  And he’d shaved today.  He leaped to open the door for me.  I’d once bounced Claude off a dumpster, several times actually, to break him of the habit of soliciting bribes from me to get in.   
 
    Oh, those were the days. 
 
    I stopped to nod, noticing he was asking way too much from his comb-over.  Still, the man deserved credit for making an effort.  “I approve of the new look.” 
 
    “I hope Master Kain does as well.  Gloria told me he’s coming over.” 
 
    “He’ll be here soon.  So will my Grandfather Kur.  He’s the Regent of the Dragon World.  See that you treat him with equal respect.” 
 
     “I never knew you were royalty.  I understand you’re marrying into the family,” Claude said. 
 
    “I am.  Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Will you be taking over the bar or will I still work for Ms. Gloria?” 
 
    “Worried about job security?” 
 
    “This is all I know how to do.” 
 
    “That’s why you should have stayed in school.  Don’t worry.  Just do your job in a professional manner and no one will have to empty a clip in your fat ass.”  I went through the door he held for me. 
 
    Inside, glossy black tables and chairs added contrast to the red carpeting that washed up against matching walls.  On the walls, various L.A. clan symbols were hung to show this was neutral territory: a no-kill zone welcoming all.  Twenty-five-hundred years old and holding, Gloria owned the bar and made sure everyone behaved.  I saw her walking toward me.  She had the hot rocking body of a seventeen-year-old.  Five-foot-four, under a hundred pounds, she could rip out a heart like the best warrior out there.  I know; I’d seen her do it once and lick the fresh blood off of her fingers.   
 
    Just thinking about it got me double-hard.  Since my ascension to godhood, my male form had grown a second cock and set of balls. That’s why I’d started wearing baggier pants; less embarrassing that way.  
 
     Opened early for this meeting, the bar was empty of patrons. I heard a waitress running a vacuum cleaner and smelled hot grease wafting in from the kitchen. 
 
    Gloria threw herself into my arms and kissed me soundly.  As our lips locked, she reached down and groped me.  Pulling back, she gasped.  “What I heard is true!” 
 
    “Who told you?” I asked. 
 
    “The were-kitties.  I thought they were just putting me on.” 
 
    “It just happened when I reached the next tier beyond dragon-mage.  Is it going to be a problem?” 
 
    She considered.  “I’ve never been double-penetrated, but that doesn’t mean I won’t like it.  Were you saving the surprise for our wedding night?” 
 
    “Actually, yeah.” 
 
    Her smile was back.  “I’m not waiting but I will act surprised.” 
 
    “You don’t have to act.  Knowing the truth and feeling its savage thrust is not the same.  Some things you can’t be prepared for.” 
 
    “Hmmm.  We’ll see.  Meanwhile, I have to go appease my executive chef.  He thinks his talent is being wasted on burgers, fries, and shakes.” 
 
    “Remind him that common American fare is uncommon to other worlds and that he is cooking for an actual head of state; the official leader of the Dragon World who requested these items.  Also, remind him that it is not uncommon for dragons to tip in gold and jewels when sufficiently moved.  Then, in an off-hand voice, say something about ‘if it’s too much for him, you’ll ask the sous chef.’” 
 
    Gloria smiled.  “That should work.  He’ll either have a stroke or leap to the challenge, all the while bad-mouthing us all.  Have a drink at the bar.  I’ll be back in a few minutes.” 
 
    I nodded and headed that way.  I didn’t recognize the girl behind the bar, cleaning glasses.  She wore black slacks, a white shirt, and a black pinstripe apron instead of the usual vest.  Her tie was diagonally striped, black and silver.  Her hair was a fall of midnight, unrelieved by stars or highlights.   
 
    She smiled as I sat down.  “What will it be?” 
 
    I’ve always thought it stupid to indulge in false modesty.  I’m too honest for that.  Really, I am.  “What would be a drink fit for a galactic warlord?”   
 
    “How about a Thanos?” 
 
    “Go for it, just don’t wipe out half my brain cells.”   
 
    I watched her slowly pour two ounces of lemonade into a tall mug with ice in the bottom, followed by Blue Powerade until the glass was just over half full.   A yellow bottom layer formed under the blue.  She added Purple ZERO PowerAde next.  It formed a top layer but also blended a little with the middle blue zone.  To crown her efforts, she added two ounces of vodka and a straw, sliding the drink over to me. 
 
    I picked it up, staring into her eyes.  “The next one, make it five ounces of vodka.” 
 
    She shrugged.  “Your liver.” 
 
    I sipped on the straw, a healthy pull.  Sweetness exploded in my mouth and I knew I’d have half an hour of sugar-fueled hyper-awareness going for me.  I paused for a breath.  “Excellent.  A diabetic coma waiting to happen.” 
 
    Good thing my constitution is more than human. 
 
    In the back shadows of my mind, my inner dragon thumped his tail in delight, head swaying soulfully atop his long, serpentine neck.  Thatz good stuff! 
 
    I nodded.  Yeah, I know. 
 
    The front door opened.  Three warrior goddesses came in.  They were dressed as I remembered in the blue and topaz silks of the Imperial Guard, gold dust on their cheeks, gold eyeliner, gold nails.  The one in the middle with the big breasts wore a pair of short swords.  The other two carried the two-pronged spears with golden topaz jewels set in the valleys.   
 
    The stones were a kind of magical battery, charged up with lightning that wasn’t going to work on me.  A gold-clan dragon-like my mother, I could absorb lightning discharges, growing stronger off of them.  The girls had to know that their spears would only make me mad.  That meant they were likely ceremonial and this meeting probably wasn’t a trap.   
 
    Although, Kur hadn’t arrived yet. He could be carrying something lethal enough to end me.  At least the old me.  I wondered if he believed me that I was a god now, to use the term loosely. 
 
    I turned on my stool, holding my Thanos, sipping as the three warrior maidens walked around, inspecting everything.  Kur’s security did their job, looking for treachery on my part.  I would have lost respect for them if they’d acted any different.  One of them went into the kitchen—and was walked out at once by Gloria who had her own short swords on and body armor custom made for her so her full luscious figure wasn’t concealed.  She said, “My chef doesn’t need the pressure or the distraction.  If you doubt the food, I’m sure you have magic charms to test for poison.  You can also pick any plate you want for your boss.” 
 
    One of the smaller-titted guards came up to me.  Her gaze took in the weird colors of my drink.  She raised an eyebrow, and then inspected the bartender, leaning on her pronged spear to peer over the bar, looking for hidden warriors.  Satisfied there were none, she returned to her big sister.  Two of the blondes remained while the third went out front, returning in a moment with Kur. 
 
    Their security had a major flaw.  If I’d wanted to hit him, I would have done it while all three were inside and he was out there alone.  At least one of the girls should have stayed with him.  Then again, he was an ancient dragon.   
 
    Still, with a sniper rifle from a few miles away… 
 
    He wore a tailored suit the color of antique gold with a crimson tie that matched the ruby eyes of the dragon ring on his finger.  The imperial ring had a gold band with a dragon’s head on it.  The partly open jaws gripped a miniature sword.   
 
    The symbolism suggested the Golden Dragon Clan could either wield power or break it. 
 
    Kur wore a face not dissimilar to mine, one that looked middle-aged to my apparent age of early twenties.  Dragon genes kept us from showing our true ages, fortunately.  Kur was as old as his ring, a relic older than most cultures.  Certainly, older than those of Earth. 
 
    Thanos in hand, I walked toward him.  The colors of my drink seemed to captivate him—as well they should.  I gestured toward a table.  “Have a seat.”   
 
    Gloria walked up to stand beside me.  I introduced her.  “This is Vampire Princess Gloria, direct heir to Lord Kain, the first vampire, who should be arriving soon.”  
 
    Kur’s gaze made a careful appraisal.  He inclined his head without lowering his eyes.  “My privilege and my honor.” 
 
    “She is also my fiancé.  We’re hoping you’ll come to the wedding—and bring gifts.”  I smiled.  The pressures of state would probably prevent this, but the invitation was my way of flaunting my growing power base. 
 
    Fuck sentimentality with a two-by-four.  Family is a war where the weaker souls get crushed and no one stays unbloodied. 
 
    The front door opened and Lord Kain appeared in a black suit with a black shirt and a crimson tie; a look that perfectly matched mine.  It irritated me that my expensive clothes looked cheaper than his.  I made a mental note: Update wardrobe.  You’re a two-cocked god now.  Reflect your glory.   
 
    I wondered how many cocks I’d have once I broke the next tier.   
 
    Are there limits?  
 
    I had a mental vision of an immense figure stepping over mountains, sheathed in shadow, with lightning eyes, each finger transformed into massive golden dildos.   
 
    I shuddered.   
 
    Well, perhaps a few limitations are in order.   
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    “Sowing seeds is best 
 
    over bloody ground.” 
 
      
 
                                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    We had lunch before talking about the fate of worlds since it’s always good to have a perspective on these things.  Kain and Gloria split a bottle of rare B-negative blood.  On the dark web, there are donors willing to exist on exotic diets to flavor their blood, for a hefty price: a cottage industry marketing to vamps.  The idea was similar to feeding bees lavender or orange blossom for floral accents to their honey.   Kur and I were happy with the burgers, fries, and shakes.   
 
    Gloria had invited Kur’s personal guard to choose anything on the menu.  Behind his back, they sneered at the idea that Earth food could be other than atrocious.   
 
    Their loss. 
 
    Gloria shrugged and let the insult go, though I did hear her mutter under her breath: “What do dragons know?” 
 
    A statesman and diplomat, Kur made a point of praising her chef’s skill.   
 
    As the meal wrapped up and the plates were taken away, we got down to business.  Kur pushed away his empty shake glass and eyed me with what was supposed to be a trillion-yard stare.  Somehow, I managed not to wither.  He asked, “What the hell do you want with the throne of the Dragon World when you’re not going to live there anyway and be a proper emperor?”  The Imperial Guard stood behind him, adding moral support.  They nodded blonde heads in complete agreement with him. 
 
    In the back corners of my mind, my inner dragon sat bright-eyed, tail thumping.  Let me answer. 
 
    I shrugged and gave over control of my throat.  My voice deepened for some reason.  “As dragons, our eternal goal is to own everything before we die.  It’s the same as what the vampires call their Long Game.  They just can’t start their version until after they’re dead.” 
 
    With peripheral vision, I noticed Gloria and Kain nodding agreement.  Armed with my own concurring fan base, I took control of my voice back from my dragon to answer for myself.  “I have a right to the throne simply because it’s already mine, despite your abject failure as a steward to hand it over.” 
 
    The blondes shot me disemboweling glares. 
 
    I weathered the attack with a smile. 
 
    Kain said, “What a man owns by the hand of Destiny is his, in his immediate possession or not.” 
 
    “Completely true.” Gloria drained her glass of blood. 
 
    I said, “My conquering all of the universe will happen because it’s destined.   I might not keep it long, but I’ll rule long enough to take down the Flawless.  If I don’t, everyone’s game will be short indeed because the Flawless believe in nothing but themselves and their own purity.”  I knew this from Selene, taking her knowledge on faith.  “They will destroy world after world, all hell-dimensions, and disjointed spaces.  There will be nothing left to own, anywhere.  For better or worse, Lady Fate is an addled whore who has chosen me as her champion.” 
 
    Kur drummed fingers on the tabletop.  “Selene has spoken to me of this mysterious nemesis of yours that I’m supposed to fear.  It’s rather convenient that only you can stop them.” 
 
    I saw his point.  From his perspective, my claim smelled suspicious as hell.  “Sometimes, the truth is simply weird.”   I smiled thinly, hooding my eyes.  “Do you know why I wanted to conquered Fairy first?” 
 
    Kur stopped drumming his fingers.  “Why?” 
 
    “Because I didn’t want to be in charge of the Dragon World when it got its first taste of a Flawless.  Opposing me, you help me.  You see because the true emperor—me—is in exile, it can’t be my fault when the darkest day in dragon history occurs.  You and the Council of Lords will take full responsibility for the massive death toll.  I’ll be able to say to our people, ‘I could have saved you but my throne was stolen by the power-hungry monsters that have ruled you.  I am my mother’s son but my traditional ascension to the throne was rejected—thus the punishment of the gods came to the Dragon World.’” 
 
    Kain chuckled.  “Oh, beautiful!” 
 
    I threw him a fast grin.  “I know, right?” 
 
    I shifted my stare back to Kur.  “Your Bureau of Propaganda won’t be able to squelch those whispers.  The people will be saying: ‘If only the true king had ruled us, a third of the planet wouldn’t have died.’” 
 
    A harsh gasp came from the warrior girls.  Their captain echoed me.  “A third!” 
 
    I nodded.  “All that blood will be on your hands.  At that point, I will have conquered the Dragon World—what’s left of it—without bloodying up a sword.”  I smiled wide, my eyes gates to hell as I unleashing my most sociopathic expression of malice.  I’d been working on this one expression all my life for just this moment. 
 
    Kur’s eyes widened feeling the force of the darkness I usually hid. 
 
    I dropped the smile.  “When I step in and pick up all the pieces of your civilization, I won’t be a mere emperor like you.  I’ll have beaten you by claiming a higher status.  I will be the first living god of the Dragon World.  They will build temples and will tithe to me.  And your legacy, my dear grandfather, won’t be worth flaming spit on a gluten-free cracker.  I’ll rewrite the history books myself if I have to.” 
 
    “Not a bad plan,” Kain muttered.  “How many million dead dragons will there be, do you suppose, with no more need of their family treasures?” 
 
    Winner takes all, my inner dragon said. 
 
    I shrugged and gave my attention back to Kur.  “You are a master general, negotiator, and strategist.  You’ve perfected your game over a hundred-thousand years by conquering the Dragon World and forging its civilization.  I was never going to win by playing your game.  Well, I don’t play games I cannot win.  You were always destined to lose because the Flawless will kick over your gameboard along with your world whether you believe in them or not.”    
 
    “So, no matter what I offer, the answer will be no?” Kur asked. 
 
    I shrugged.  “Out of idle curiosity, what were you planning to offer?” 
 
    “The throne to skip you and go to Colt, your firstborn son.  I would stay in place as Regent to stabilize his reign—” 
 
    “His puppet rule,” Kain murmured. 
 
    The ladies of the guard glared at him. 
 
    Ignoring the interruption, Kur went on.  “And you, Caine, would be allowed full access to the Dragon World, to your heritage and people.  The traditionalists who reject your half-blood can be won over by a personable child with three-quarters dragon blood.” 
 
    “If not for the Flawless, I’d agree,” I admitted.  “I’d let my son win in my place.  But the Flawless, they are very real.  Soon, you will know that.  You will call me to return from technical exile and to save you—as only a god of dragons and shadows can.  Your star must fall so mine can rise.  My game will save more than the Dragon World.  It will save Fairy, Earth, the Underground, countless hell-dimensions, and what’s left of Tartarus since it pissed me off.  It’s the reason I was born, weaponized by my father as an infant, and given to demons to be raised.” 
 
    Kur rose from the table, leaving two gold coins beside his plate, each stamped with his own face’s likeness.  “You almost make me believe you.  Well, if you’re not taking any offers, I’ll just go home and wait for my world to come crashing down.” 
 
    I stared into his eyes.  “Grandfather, when hell comes to my mother’s world, don’t delay.  Call me at once.  You will need me.  Don’t let too many cities burn for your pride.”  There weren’t too many on the Dragon World and they were high population centers.  A long delay wouldn’t leave me much to save. 
 
    He changed the subject.  “You claim to be a god now?” 
 
    “You can pray to me if you want.”  I stood.  Thick shadow covered my body.  Wings like swords of golden light fanned out of my back.  Somewhere in the air, I heard the clicking of ghost-cameras taking shots for Kain’s collection.   
 
    The Imperial Guard crouched, gripping weapons tightly.  
 
    But I just stood there—triumphant in my inaction. 
 
    Kur walked toward the door, laughing as he went. “A remarkable performance.” 
 
    His girls ran after him.   
 
    Becoming human in appearance once more, I sat and faced Kain.  “I need a favor.” 
 
    “You can always ask.  If it’s amusing enough—who knows?” 
 
    “You have a secure dungeon, right, facilities to house long-term prisoners?” 
 
    Kain smiled and nodded emphatically.  “I do.” 
 
    “I hope not to need this, but if I can’t divert the coming timeline…” 
 
    “Caine!” Gloria interrupted.  “I will not let you imprison Adrian.  You two will learn to coexist.  I demand it.” 
 
    “Adrian?”  I looked at her.  “That wasn’t where I was going with this, though it’s not a bad idea.”  I left the table, went to the bar, and put down my mug.  “I feel like another Thanos,” I told the bartender.” 
 
    “Coming up,” she said. 
 
    When I conquered the universe, I’d have a drink of my own.   
 
    Why wait? my inner dragon asked. 
 
    Why indeed?  Let’s see; four ounces of sloe berry vodka, four ounces Captain Morgan spiced rum, crushed ice made from Mountain Dew, and a dragon fruit garnish.  Add a thin layer of Admiral Nelson 101 proof gold rum to the top.  That should do it.  I’ll call it a Deathwalker of course.   
 
    My dragon said: You’ll be a dead man walking—probably won’t make it out of the bar.   
 
    I shrugged.  Any drink named after me had better be lethal. 
 
    I took a seat as my next drink was made.  Gloria and Kain joined me, one to either side.   
 
    “What Kur offered, it didn’t sound like a bad deal,” Gloria said. 
 
    “It wouldn’t have gotten me anywhere,” I said.  “The Flawless will hit and if I’m there, the dragons in power will make it seem like my failure, not theirs.  I’d be used for political cover.  To fight the Flawless, I need Kur broken by failure.  I need him begging to join my fight.  That way, I use him on my terms.” 
 
    “And here I thought I was helping you out by hosting this summit,” Gloria said. 
 
    “You did, both of you.  If I were alone, Kur might have decided my death was a better fix than my exile.  You let him know he couldn’t get away with it.  Immortal enemies aren’t a good kind to have.”  My second Thanos came.  From the scent alone, I knew it had more vodka this time. 
 
    “What’s the real reason you called me?” Kain asked. 
 
    “I wanted you to see Kur, to get a feel for him.  Building an empire for your future great-grandchild to inherit, I’m going to need someone I can trust to keep Kur in line.  I thought you’d appreciate matching wits with him as a co-general.” 
 
    “Which soaks up my time and energy in your service.  Kur and I neutralize each other.  You get to concentrate on the war while we do your heavy lifting.” 
 
    “I’ll be doing a lot of heavy lifting myself,” I said.  “The Flawless is going to be a fucking bitch and a half.” 
 
    “Call me when you're going in,” Kain said.  “Millions of dead; it sounds like a hell of a fight.  I wouldn’t want to miss out.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said, “but bring your own popcorn.” 
 
    “I’ll bring the popcorn,” Gloria said. 
 
    I looked at Kain.  “I know you’ll have my back.  You won’t do it for me.  But if Gloria is carrying your next heir, then what you’re doing isn’t for me.  We’re both be doing this for your heir.”  I took a refreshing sip of my drink. 
 
    “And just when did I get knocked up?” Gloria asked. 
 
    I swallowed, refreshed by a new sugary rush.  “Let me finish my Thanos and we’ll get right on that.” 
 
    “In that case, I’m leaving.  I wouldn’t want to inhibit anyone.”  Kain headed toward the front door. 
 
    I called after him.  “Then take the cameras with you.” 
 
    He whistled and three ghostly green balls of spectral energy wafted after him, each of them supporting a camera. 
 
    “All of them,” I yelled. 
 
    “A fourth camera floated into view, following him out. 
 
    I shook my head sadly.  “You gotta watch that guy all the time.” 
 
    “Shut up and finish that drink,” Gloria said. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.”  I drained it. 
 
    The bartender stared in awe.  “Are you sure you’re not going to need an ambulance now?” 
 
    I set the mug down and smiled at her.  “My metabolism can handle it, but thanks for asking.” 
 
    Arm-in-arm, Gloria led me away from the bar.  We went through the kitchen to a staircase with crimson carpeting.  Warded by vampire magic, it smelled of blood.  If not for Gloria’s touch, I would have been barred from the second floor.  The staircase in the back alley, at the back of her bar, also had a warding spell.  Anyone could visit her bar, her home—not so much.  The magic locks on her upstairs door were strong, too.  Before becoming a god, I couldn’t have broken her defenses.  Now, I probably could, but not without a lot of unwanted destruction. 
 
    She opened the door and pushed me through so she could follow and reset the locks.  The place was as I remembered: A Victorian-style living room, but with all the modern conveniences.  The hardwood floors were cork wood.  The walls had riotous flowers painted on them, rare species from all over the world.  A white antique fainting couch complemented chairs that might have escaped some old European court.  A treadmill for running faced a wall with a large screen TV.  A crystal chandelier hung in the middle of the high ceiling.  And pink blackout curtains on her windows blocked the daylight. 
 
    She caught up with me and dragged me toward the bedroom door.  She smiled, flashing fangs, and ran soft fingers along my left arm’s radial artery.  Her emerald eyes turned blood red with passion, and not just for my sexy body.  My half-dragon blood had addicted her a long time ago.  She even had a contract allowing her to collect a monthly tithe; payment for being my official girlfriend.  We’d negotiated the deal when I was only thirteen.  It had extended her protection to me so no local vamp could go after me without her permission.   
 
    She’d been the beginning of my power base.  
 
    Her pointy smile couldn’t threaten me; we’d been friends too long.  We’d kept the relationship platonic—not counting a few drunken blackouts where anything might have happened.  We’d both been afraid a sexual dimension might damage things.  It was a line neither of us had wanted to cross.   
 
    But times change.   
 
    We were getting married.  Going to have a family.  The survival of the future needed this alliance.   
 
    The twenty-five-hundred-year-old blonde looked like a hot, underage cheerleader.  Her covered breasts pressing into my arm.  Her hip rubbed mine.  I smelled her moist arousal and all my restraint burned away in an inferno of lust.   
 
    “Don’t ever let me regret this,” she said. 
 
    “Like there’s not enough pressure…” 
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    “Every relationship needs  
 
    boundaries to break.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Shoving me into her dark bedroom, she followed, turned me around, and backed me to her bed.   Undress with one hand, her red-lit eyes stayed on me—as if she feared I might run for it—or maybe hoped I would.  Every predator loves a chase.   
 
    “I can help.”  I loosened my tie. 
 
    She blurred with vampire speed and I missed the tease part of the striptease.  Her clothes seemed to melt away and flutter off all by themselves.  Voluptuous described her alabaster flesh.  Her tits were firm globes with a little space between them.  Her hard, perky nipples begged to be tortured.   
 
    “Don’t bother helping.  I’ve waited too many years for this.  I’m pretty much going to rape you.  You’re just a man-slut who’s going to put out until I’m satisfied—several times over.”   Gloria ground out the words as though talking were becoming difficult.  She jerked my tie off me and clawed my shirt open, sending popped buttons everywhere.  “Do you have a problem with that?”   
 
    Being a god, I didn’t need to back down, so I didn’t—much.  “Fine, but next time, I call the shots.”  I envisioned her in a graveyard wearing a flapping white sheet and nothing else except for fake angel wings.  In my fantasy, her erotic cries echoed off the mausoleums and headstones.  The stone angels could either look away or crumble from jealousy. 
 
    I felt my pants drop to the floor, joining my shirt, and then her palms hit my chest and I flew backward onto the bed.  A beast of prey, she leaped upon me, fangs going straight for my throat. 
 
    It was strange to be sexually mauled for the first time by someone I’ve known for years.  I was harder than I’d ever been—both cocks.  Gloria’s skin smelled vaguely floral—just the ghost of a scent—like a potpourri sachet misplaced in a wardrobe for too many years.  Her soft body was room temperature as well, cool against my heat.  I smelled the metallic iron of my own blood from the punctures in my neck and the blood smeared on her lower face.  Her vampire saliva kept the puncture wounds from closing, an unnatural anticoagulant.  Her tongue lapped and curled, wiping as she played with her food.   
 
    I was happy for her to feed before her fangs got close to other parts of me that I considered very precious.  As the edge came off her hunger, the light of her eyes dimmed to mere embers. I felt her thumb brush my neck wounds, bringing a tingle as vampire magic healed them.  Older vamps could do that, leaving no sign of feeding to betray them. 
 
    Drawing back, Gloria sat on top of me, staring into my eyes.  “I hereby dissolve my contract with you.  The next feeding will be your gift to me, not an obligation, though you are still mine to protect, to love, and fuck.” 
 
    “As you are mine,” I said.  “My woman, my wife, my lover—to be confirmed by vampire ceremony.”   
 
    My fey magic kicked in.  High over the building, the air shivered with the sound of mission bells, confirmation of the High King of Fairy making a binding promise.  From this fuck on—we were one flesh, even though the engagement ball and wedding had still to take place. 
 
    Her bloody lips crushed mine, fanning the hunger of my inner dragon.  He rose a moment to deepen my voice, “Mine!” 
 
    Fine, I told him.  Now go away.  I’m busy here. 
 
    I was just going to tell you there’s a camcorder floating over in the corner, but never mind. 
 
    I looked.  A cylinder floated in the air with a swingout display screen, supported by a spectral green haze of light.   
 
    Damn it, Kain!  This is going way too far.  When I want a sex tape, I’ll make my own. 
 
    I pointed a hand, letting gold jags of electrical force dance across my fingers, a threat even a ghost would fear. 
 
    The camcorder vanished. 
 
    I let the charge in my hand die down. 
 
    Gloria looked from the corner, back to me.  “If we don’t get really good wedding presents from him, remind me to gut grandpa with a rusty knife.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Sure.  I’ll even hold him down.” 
 
    “Speaking of which…”  She leaned over me and pressed my arms to the bed with enough vampire strength to get my attention.  Her breasts flattened against my chest and rubbed as she rocked against my erection, a tease.  “I still want something from you.” 
 
    “I’d be disappointed if you didn’t.” 
 
    Instead of letting me enter her with one of my cocks, Gloria slid down my length until she sat between my spread legs.  I sat up to watch as she engulfed my lower erection with soft tits.  But heaven was just getting started.  Her mouth opened.  Her tongue swirled around the head of my upper cock.  She did something where her teeth almost became normal, suppressing her vampire side enough to deep throat my rigid length while sliding my lower cock in the valley of her tits.  A deepthroat blow job and a tit fuck at once; I was boldly going where no male had gone before. 
 
    She alternated the wet warmth of her mouth with periods where her mouth came off my upper cock only to blow across the slick skin.  She licked up its length, tongued the mushroom head, and went down to tease my balls.  Giving my lower cock equal time, she lifted my legs and pushed them so my knees were well raised.  With my bottom cock well exposed, free of her tits, she swallowed, sinking it down her throat.  I supposed her gag reflex had died when she did because Gloria had no trouble throat fucking me. 
 
    I grew teary-eyed when I thought of all I’d been missing out on over the years.  I lay back, not needing to see because the feeling was painfully delicious.  She hardened me even more, to the point where I could have clubbed a baby seal to death and never noticed.  And then she withdrew to lick my lower set of balls. 
 
    “Enough foreplay.  Come here!” she demanded.   
 
    Sitting up, I watched her turn in place and aim her perfect ass at me.  Her head went down, almost off the foot of the bed.  I pulled my legs in, got my knees under me, and crawled to paradise.  Kneeling, leaning in I laved her ass.  I could tell she’d bathed recently.  That combined with the fact that vampires don’t give a crap because they can’t, meant that the usual issues with anal contact were removed.  She was fresh and I had no hesitation in tonguing her puckered hole, teasing the sensitive nerves around the outer ring of muscle as I gripped her ass cheeks.  There are times when heightened senses would have been a problem—not with a vampire. 
 
    Her voice encouraged me.  “Oh-um.  Ohhh!  Yes!” 
 
    I rimmed her, invading with a stiffened tongue, working to lube her with my spit and relax her muscles.  After a couple of minutes, I rose up and guided my boys toward her entrances.  I lined up, rubbing with my tips, then eased in slowly.  I took a few inches and waited, letting her get used to my girth.  Her pussy was wet as a monsoon and ready as hell, but her ass needed a little tender consideration.  Restraint was possible only because I knew I’d soon be slamming her entrances with no quarter given.  I just had to work up to that point.  I drew back a little and eased forward once again.  As she grew accustomed to me, I pressed more into her.  Eventually, I sheathed both cocks completely.   
 
    She vented a sigh of contentment.  “Damn, I feel so full.” 
 
    Who wouldn’t? 
 
    I pumped slowly, knowing that without menstruation, her cervix would be harder than in a human woman, more susceptible to pain.  After a while, I pulled out and used my upper cock to reopen her ass.  This way, her own vaginal fluids added lubrication.  I gave her several deep thrusts, then went back to the double penetration.   
 
    Gloria assisted me by keeping her muscles relaxed, and soon I was driving deep and pulling well back feeling very good with the sensory feedback of both cocks.  My ball sacks tightened.  My breathing quickened.  My heart pounded.  I knew Gloria could hear the drumming despite the pounding of her own heart.   
 
    We approached the precipice together.  I tried to hang on, wanting to feel her vagina milk my cock.  She screamed, her head coming up and back.  Her inner muscles squeezed painfully.  It pushed me over the top and I exploded deep in her, flooding both channels with hot cum.  My godly balls pumped burst after burst as I shuddered through the longest climax I ever remember having.   
 
    My mind was brutally shoved into a dimension where pain and pleasure were the same things.  An eternity later, I wilted against Gloria’s back as she went from her main orgasm to a series of aftershocks. 
 
    Fuck!  With sex this good, who needs friends? 
 
    I began to soften a bit. 
 
    And Gloria screamed in terror.  “Caine!” 
 
    My eyes opened and the bedroom was gone.  A curtain of writhing black sludge surrounded us.  A glob of darkness reared up from the floor, forming a copy of my face—but with hate-red eyes.  This was the darkness my father had weaponized into me when I was a defenseless baby.  It had grown inside me all my life, feeding on my evil and depravity.  Getting loose once before, it had tried to eat my inner dragon, hungering for more and more life.   
 
    I had sealed it away from me in the astral planes, but not severed the connection.  I would need this one day against the Flawless.  At least, that’s what my father had believed.  Apparently, sex with Gloria had sent me spiraling out of control and had let my shadow-side escape control.   
 
    The question is: What does he want now?   
 
    Several ropy tentacles rose like cobras in front of Gloria’s face.  The tentacle tips broadened into copies of my face, each with red eyes. 
 
    “Caine,” Gloria said.  “What the fuck?” 
 
    “Well, might you ask, but is this really the time for pillow talk?” 
 
     Drawing on shadow magic, I wrote a series of magic spells across the parchment of my flesh, letting new tattoos form like bruises.  I didn’t want to feed my shadow power directly to the black amoeba; for all I knew, that might only build its strength.  And my lightning might just incinerate Gloria’s bedroom—hell, the whole bar—and Gloria, too, if I used too much. 
 
    More tentacles arose, swaying.   
 
    I think it was making up its mind if Gloria was food or not; after all, she was dead.  I needed to draw its attention to me.  My cocks slid out of Gloria’s body with a loud wet sound, letting my white cum seep out of her well-used holes.  I pushed her ass down to the bed.  “Don’t move.  Don’t breathe.  I know you can handle yourself, but this is part of me; I need to deal with it.   
 
    I stood and bounced a little on the bed, having to work a little to stay balanced.  The sludgy tentacles rose as did the obsidian masks of my face.  I held a hand out.  The masks swayed closer, hanging over Gloria’s body.  She was doing as I’d asked, but her muscular tension told me she was prepared to spring into battle if necessary.  I really hoped it wouldn’t come to that.   
 
    I just have to reassert my control here. 
 
    I caressed the edge of one mask.  Its illusion of hardness melted, rippling at my touch.  Like a cat leaning into a rub, the mask pressed against my hand.  The others came close and I reached with my other hand—all the while pulling golden dragon energy into my shadow tats, building power I didn’t want to have to use.  If I was going to unleash this Villager weapon against the Flawless as my father intended, I needed to be on good terms with it. 
 
    A couple of the tentacles dropped toward Gloria’s exposed back. 
 
    I pulled my hands off the darkness.  The red eyes of the masks blinked in unison.  “No,” I told it.  “That’s daddy’s fuck toy.” 
 
    “Caine!” 
 
    I’ll pay for that later. 
 
    “That’s Mommy.  You have to be good to your mommy.  She’s going to give you a little brother or sister to play with one day.” 
 
    “Like hell!” Gloria muttered.  She pushed back, lifting her head toward the threat.  I could only imagine the expression on her face. 
 
    One tentacle-tip gently brushed her hand. 
 
    Gloria tolerated it. 
 
    Another gently caressed the side of her face. 
 
    I smiled.  This is going to work.  
 
    The tentacles blurred with speed, winding around her wrist and throat, dragging her off the bed.  The huge head looking down on us opened a black maw with many rows of shark-like teeth.  It was going to bite her in half. 
 
    “Close your eyes!” I yelled. 
 
    The tattoo I unleashed was a new one: Photon Storm.  No fire, no heat, just pure light—with no UV.   
 
    The darkness screamed and sank into the black sea of the floor.  I leaped and caught Gloria, refusing to let her get dragged from this reality, into a shadow hell where she’d be lunch.  The coils on her thinned in the light and broke, rotted through.  Soon, the shadow only remained on the carpet.  Then the darkness sank to nothing, exposing the floor.  The darkness of the room was now the unliving kind. 
 
    My dark-child had fled, hopefully learning a lesson about defying me.  I’d learned a lesson, too.  From here on out, it was important for me to not quite lose myself in sexual bliss.  That would open a door I needed to keep shut. 
 
    Gloria hung on me for a moment, then climbed off, staring with red eyes of her own.  She trembled with fury.  “Caine.  What the freaking fuck was that!”  Her fangs were back to full size. 
 
    “Sorry.  It just slipped out.”  
 
    She smacked my shoulder.  Hard.   
 
    I shut down my spell tatts, letting the shadow magic seep back inside my body.  My inner dragon swallowed all the golden magic I’d borrowed from him.  His golden eyes stared at me from the back shadows of my mind.  His thoughts touched mine: I really don’t like that guy.  You need to do something about him. 
 
    I know.  I know.  Give me time. 
 
    Gloria reached down for her clothes. 
 
    I intercepted her, swinging her toward the bed.  “Next time, I’ll put up protective wards.” 
 
    “What makes you think there will be a next time?” 
 
    I rolled her backward onto the bed, pushed her legs up and back, and descended upon her exposed clit with my tongue.  It might take a while, but I knew I’d earn her forgiveness, eventually.   
 
    I soon got her motor revving, her moans growing loud.   
 
    Distracting me, I sensed movement in the room.   
 
    For fuck’s sake!  What now? 
 
    Looking off the bed, I saw Selene moving quietly in a crimson ninja costume.  She was going through my clothes, searching. She pulled out the dream stone I’d recently acquired and smiled, dropping my clothes.   
 
    That surprised me.  I’d been sure she was hunting my wallet. 
 
    She saw me watching and put a finger to her lips so I wouldn’t say anything.  She wiggled her fingers at me, a gesture I interpreted as “carry on”. 
 
    “Caine?” Gloria had noticed my pause. 
 
    I mounted her with my bottom cock, leaving the top one out so I could cum on her tits this time around.  I got a slow rhythmic thrust going. 
 
    Selene decided not to stay and watch, which bothered me more than if she had.  She collapsed space around herself and vanished without having to use a portal. 
 
    Now, what the hell is she up to? 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FIVE 
 
      
 
    “Often, old friends are unhappy to see 
 
    me.  I have yet to figure this out.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Hours later, Gloria lay still as a corpse, not uncommon for a vampire.  I slipped off the bed and got dressed.  I’d dozed only fitfully despite the effort I’d put into carnal knowledge.  There are times the brain buzzes with excitement when opportunities are arriving and a new future is at hand, waiting to be seized in greedy talons.  I let myself out of the bedroom, closing the door behind me.   
 
    Part One of my Dragon World campaign was launched.  Kur had left, believing I would not engage him because I didn’t need to.  That was true.  However, I still had work to do on the Dragon World to build my power base, a base I’d need in place once the Flawless arrived. 
 
    I checked my phone: it was two-thirty.  I’d left instructions at the Clan House this morning when Selene had informed me I’d be hearing from Kur today.  By now, I expected Zero-T to be here, waiting downstairs with the objects I’d ordered.  Leaving Gloria’s spell-wards in place to protect her, I opened a portal to the downstairs bar.  The wards were designed to keep people from portaling in—not out.  Lens-shaped darkness hung before me, edged with golden jags of dragon energy.  I stepped into the darkness and out again on the lower floor.  The portal collapsed, having come and gone without gathering much interest from the preternatural crowd.   
 
    There weren’t a lot of patrons.  I had no trouble picking out the magically disguised demon who sported his usual “ghetto look”: outwardly, a lanky black man with a shaved head that looked like he polished it frequently.  A Shaft wanna-be.  Zero-T wore magical masks in public, allowing him to pass for human,  True, I’d outed us preternatural creatures on national TV, but few demons were walking around in their natural form; we had far more bad press to live down than shape-shifters, witches, or vampires who were so not the glittery emo kids of the Twilight movies.   
 
    I wasn’t forcing my clan to lead the way with full public disclosure of their true natures.  We’d wait a bit. 
 
    Zero-T’s real face a mottle of blue-and-silver scales.  His pupils were black x-marks on blue orbs.  His nostrils were slashes that might have been made by a knife.  Without the magic mask, his voice emerged with a helium-high that I couldn’t help but cruelly mock.  It was no wonder he modeled himself after Shaft. 
 
    Zero-T wore sunglasses, khaki slacks, a black polo shirt, and a black leather jacket that bulged suspiciously.  He also had a holster and gun designed not to show itself when the coat was open.  Expensive.   But then I paid him well as a member of my private intelligence force.  The Honduran black-opal ring with the silver band identified him to my clansmen, a symbol of rank.  The round stone was pitch black with gray, blood red, and blue-violet flakes in it.  A rune on the inside of the band made it fit whatever finger it adorned.     
 
    He sat at a table, a beer in front of him as well as a shoebox.  A garment bag was draped over an empty chair.  I joined him at the table and sat down.  “You had no trouble with the items?” 
 
    “Piece of cake.  The clothing in the bag is authentic attire for lower-ranking black dragon clansmen.  The mask is in the shoebox.  It isn’t that different from your normal face, just a subtle alteration of the lines, nothing that will make you memorable.”  He pushed the box over.   
 
    I lifted the lid and peered in.  It was a white ceramic mask fresh from the kiln. 
 
    He said, “Once you put it on, the earth magic will activate and the mask will match your skin tone and become flexible, moving like a real face.  Magic will also hold it in place, released only when you whisper your true name.” 
 
    “Good.  This is everything I need to infiltrate the Black Dragon Clan.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t need me and some of the boys for backup on this?” 
 
    “I can go dragon while hiding my gold scale using shadow magic.  I also smell like a dragon because half of me is one.  You demons can’t do that.  An emergency requiring a shape-shift would out you as off-worlders.  No, I need to do this alone.  Don’t worry, Selene and Colt will be keeping supernatural eyes on me.” 
 
    “Okay, if you say so.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    I gathered up the stuff he’d brought and went to the men’s room.   Locking the door, I changed clothes and put my old clothes in the bag for Zero-T to return to the Clan House.  My steel-toe boots went in the box that the mask had come out of.  This left me in a soft pair of new, black, moccasin-style boots, also wearing a one-piece, black, body-sheath and a black cloak; pretty sinister overall, but normal wear for a black dragon in human form.  The higher-ranking black clansmen would have jeweled rings, necklaces, and wrist bands to show their status.  I didn’t want a higher status.  Jewels draw attention from other dragons.  We all have a covetous streak a mile wide.  
 
    Lastly, I stared in the mirror and added the mask.  As it closed over my face, it warmed and became flesh-toned.  It adhered to my face while changing my look.  I tried out a variety of expression, making sure they came off looking normal—and a little scary. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    I left the men’s room and crossed the bar to Zero-T’s table.  I handed him the garment bag and shoebox.   
 
    He studied the mask I wore and nodded.  “That will fool anyone that doesn’t know your scent.” 
 
    “That’s where fey-style void magic comes in; using it, I won’t have a scent for anyone to pick up.” 
 
    “All right.  It seems like you’ve thought of everything.” 
 
    “No one ever thinks of everything.  That’s why few battles ever unfold as drawn up on paper beforehand.”  I called shadow to me and flushed it with raw golden dragon magic, shaping a portal.  “Later.”  I stepped through and out, closing the portal behind me.   
 
    I stood on the Dragon World, in Capital City.  A thin strip of sky slashed high above the narrow alley.  The blue of the sky wasn’t an exact match to Earth’s, being greener I thought.  Dragon cities were cleaner than human ones—dragons had keener noses and so put up with less stink than humans, as a species.  Not that I thought it would have mattered, but I had the alley to myself.  I chose the closest opening and headed that way. 
 
    Out of the alley, I turned on a walkway like any you’d find on Earth. I followed the street, hugging a building of reddish-brown stone.  It had round windows spaced out at shoulder height.  The glass was tinted with smoke quartz; a good sign I was in the Shadow Quarter dominated by the Black Dragon Clan. 
 
    A few pedestrians passed me: black-clad dragons in human form who weren’t going far or they would have flown above the city in the routes laid out by City Administration.  I kept a distant smile on my fake lips and nodded slightly to those I passed.  A few blocks later, I saw a tan building with black woodwork.  The window panes were diamond-shaped but dark with more of the smoky quartz.  A sign over the door had the dragon word for inn on it. 
 
    Dashing up the steps, I opened the door and walked in.  The lobby was abandoned as well as the desk.  I went up to the desk.   Since they didn’t have a little annoying bell on the check-in desk to tap, I yelled.  “Hello?” 
 
    “I’m a-comin',” a quavery voice shouted back.   
 
    I looked to the side, to a wide staircase that slanted up and turned to continue out of sight.   A grizzled old man approached in black slacks, shirt, and vest.  He wore a slip-on shoe; not two of them because one leg was missing from the knee down.  He leaned on a black cane with a heavy knob on top.  He was either a veteran or had tangled with something in a hell-dimension that had been tougher than a dragon.   
 
    He reached the bottom of the stairs and moved much easier.  There was a three-dimensional shadow under his stub, not enough to completely support him, but with the cane, he managed.  I moved along the counter to meet him before he could slip behind it.  “I’d like a room.  I don’t want to sign for it or pay for it,” I said. 
 
    He stopped and looked at me with popping eyes and raised brows.  “And why would I put up with such a thing?  Are you addle-witted or something?” 
 
    “Or something.  You’re going to help me out because I am here in the name of the God of Dragons to bless you.” 
 
    “I don’t know no god of dragons and it better be a treasure-stuffed abyss of a blessing if you want free service.” 
 
    “The Dragon God is born of shadow.  He is closer than you know.  As for his blessing…”  I reached out.  Darkness wrapped him up too tight to squirm.  With a hand gone immaterial, I reached in past the rigid outer shell and found his chakra centers.  The shadow magic there, and that flowing through his body was weak.  He didn’t have what it took to be a major shadow mage—which was why he ran an inn.  I quickly tweaked his energy centers, fine-tuning their frequencies and the flow within him, then withdrew my hand and the pall of darkness that covered him. 
 
    As he could move and see again, he took a swing at me.  Smiling, I ducked the blow.  I held up a placating hand.  “Before you beat me like the village idiot,” I said, “take a look at your missing leg.” 
 
    “Huh!  What!”  He looked down, face red, angry, and saw his missing leg replaced by more than a weak shadow.  The darkness was thick, impenetrable to the eyes.  It was shaped like his missing leg.  He lifted the new foot, wagged it, and set it down a few times.   “I can feel the floor.  Damn my eyes!” 
 
    “No,” I said.  “A blessing, the one I promised.  I don’t think you’re going to need the cane anymore.” 
 
    He looked up at me, astonishment replacing his rage.  “How did you do that?” 
 
    “The hand of the God of Shadows.” That was all the explanation I thought he needed. “Now, about that room…something humble, but not unbecoming of one called to be a voice of shadows.”  I normally hate all religions, but the Dragon World worshiped only wealth and I needed a new force for leverage against the surly Silver Dragon Clan that ran so much of Kur’s empire for him. 
 
    In other words, religion is only good when it gets me power. 
 
    “You’re some kind of prophet,” the man said. 
 
    “Ask your new foot about that,” I said.  “Words are cheap.” 
 
    He stared at me as if I puzzled him with more than magic.  Finally, he slipped behind the desk and found a numbered key in an open-fronted box where guest messages could be left.   Some of the other boxes had keys, indicating the place was about half full.  He held out the key.   
 
    I took it from his hand.   
 
    “How long are you staying?” he asked. 
 
    “Eventually, the Black Clan elders will take an interest in me.  A time will come when they will descend on this place and whisk me away.  Answer any question about me however you want.  You can probably pick up some spare change that way.” 
 
    “I’ll keep it in mind.” 
 
    Shadow swelled in my hand and covered the key.  It vanished.  Something else the old man noticed.  “Miniature portal?”  
 
    “Something like that.  Why don’t you try it yourself?” 
 
    “I can’t do tricks like that.  Magically speaking, I’m piss poor.” 
 
    “You were,” I said.  “Before the God of Shadows touched you.” 
 
    “Hmmm.”   He opened his hand, holding it up inches from his face and stared into his palm.  A bottle of dragon ale rose out of a pooled shadow—probably coming from his icebox.  The local equivalent of refrigerators didn’t use electricity; having cold charms built-in.  When the charms lost power, a “repairman” was summoned to recharge the spell.  The ale arrived in a frosted bottle.  “Well, I’ll be damn—” 
 
    “Blessed,” I repeated.  “A new age is coming when the Black Clan shall rise in power in the shadow of its god.” 
 
    Me, of course. 
 
    My subversion of the culture was going to be made easier by the fact that any gods the dragons might once have had were lost in the mists of time.  I suspected that any inventive priests from the early days had failed to make a living and gone looking for better work.  Dragons don’t tithe.  They don’t pay taxes much either—unless the Imperial Guard is out collecting the Peace Tax, payment for the Gold Clans’ enforcement of peace.  It’s not uncommon in dragon society for the city civil fee collectors to go masked to avoid the knives, claws, swords, and jaws of indignation.   
 
    The peace was well-supported by the fact that almost all social services were provided by competitive companies, not the City, so the government had less opportunity to gouge its people.  In the ancient past, entire regimes had fallen from the weight of cumbersome bureaucratic licensing schemes.  These events were taught in dragon schools as cautionary tales, something I thought human society could profit from. 
 
    The solutions of government make bigger problems, requiring more tax money to fix—always. 
 
    The old man twisted off the cap from his bottle and indulged right there in front of me without offering me any.  I decided to let him live anyway.   
 
    With a sigh, I walked away, having affairs to conduct in the city.  Now that I’d secured lodging. I breezed out the front door and returned to the walkway.  This part of the city wasn’t all looming towers like downtown, but also not rural.  Its buildings tended to be five to ten stories.  A major exception was the holdings of the Black Dragon Clan’s main branch family.   Lesser cadet houses everywhere just scraped by.  I strolled a dozen blocks, stopping at a food vendor who shaved roasted meat off a spit into folded handmade bread. 
 
    Almost like pitas.   
 
    I looked the woman in the eyes.  “I’ll take one of those if they’re free.” 
 
    “Well, they’re not.  Be about your business.” 
 
    I sighed.  “It’s a shame; the God of Shadows was going to bless you.” 
 
    “God of what?  Are you daft?  Get out of here!” 
 
    “Of course.  Sorry to…what?”  I looked up as if the heavens had opened and the God of Shadows was speaking.  “Oh, no, Lord.  We can’t bestow the power upon her.  Her heart is closed to your merciful presence.”  I ignored the woman, pretending to listen to my god.  “I know, but what can I do?  As your servant, I am forbidden from paying for anything.  It is your divine law.” 
 
    And suits me very well. 
 
    A preadolescent child came up to me.  “Excuse me, what power?” 
 
    “A quickening of the shadow force in the hearts of his people.  Too long has the Black Dragon Clan struggle with weak magic.  The God of Shadows has come to give you the sword of darkness!” 
 
    “A sword?  That sounds cool.” 
 
    “People despise what is free,” I told him.  “That is why I need an exchange, no matter how small.” 
 
    “Anything?” the kid said. 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    I noticed several of his friends were coming over from the stoop of an apartment compound.   
 
    The vendor yelled at the kid.  “He’s a thief.  Don’t listen to that crazy fool.” 
 
    I looked at the gathered boys.  “I should not take advantage of you.  Your parents might not want you to have power dwarfing their own.” 
 
    The first kid reached in a pocket and pulled out a small coin.  I think in human terms. It was worth fifty cents.  I snatched it from his hand faster than the Grinch stealing Christmas. 
 
    “Hey!” the vendor objected. 
 
    I condensed a looming shadow right behind me, a rough man-shape with an utterly black head and torso and thinning shadow down to street level.    
 
    “The God of Shadows has come to bless the children!” I yelled. 
 
    Staring up at the sudden darkness, the vendor fell silent, eyes goggling.  She stammered incoherently. 
 
    I reached out and swept up coins offered to me and then touched them on the crown of their heads.  Their lesser developed chakras were easier to manipulate, needing only one touch per child. 
 
    “There, it is done!” I cried. 
 
    “Where’s my sword,” the first boy asked. 
 
    “Inside you.  Think of it appearing in your hands.  Think of the length you want, the shape—and believe!” 
 
    The boy did as I said, closing his eyes a moment.  When he opened his eyes, a dense sword of darkness was there.   
 
    “Be very careful,” I said.  “Swords of spirit are dangerous; there is little they cannot cut.”  I strolled on as the other kids made swords as well.  I knew it was not going to end well.  Someone was bound to lop off an arm or something.   
 
    Not really my problem though.  I did warn them.  You can’t expect divine gifts to be safe.  That’s asking far too much. It’s a good thing dragon-kind can grow back body parts. 
 
    As I headed down the block, I heard a shrill scream behind me. 
 
    Kids just don’t listen. 
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    “The purpose of a locked door 
 
    is to tell you where to kick?” 
 
      
 
                                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I found a cadet house of the Black Dragon Clan.  The building was old-style—or maybe just fucking old.  It looked like someone had plucked an ancient fortress from somewhere and dropped it in a modern dragon city.  Unlike the city, the structure here had hard sharp angles instead of rounded corners.  The windows were narrow—perfect for shooting through—and designed to be shuttered in an emergency.  Structures like these used very thick stone walls for temperature control as well as defense and they were lousy with secret corridors and tunnels underneath.  Once you were inside, you had to already know where to go to find anything.   
 
    Or able to listen to the whispers of shadows. 
 
    I went up to the main entrance, a set of double doors big enough for a dragon to walk through.  The door to the right had a second door built into it; one human-sized.  I went to it and banged the brass door knocker against its plate.   
 
    After a minute, a sliding panel in the door opened and suspicious eyes peered out.  “What do you want?” 
 
    “Is there anyone here who knows the ancient God of Shadows?” 
 
    “What the hell!?” 
 
    “If no one here is worthy of ultimate power, I’ll go somewhere else,” I said. 
 
    “Wait!  Ultimate power?” 
 
    I smiled harmlessly.  “Would you like a demonstration?” 
 
    The eyes watching me narrowed.  “Sure.” 
 
    “Is this door locked and braced with a crossbeam?” 
 
    “Locked anyway.” 
 
    “Add the crossbar,” I said, “and activate all protective wards built into the door.” 
 
    “And what?  You’ll kick the door in.” 
 
    “Something like that,” I said. 
 
    A rush of steps sounded behind me.  I turned and saw a squad of men in all-black robes, swords in hand that looked like meat cleavers on steroids. 
 
    These guys play way too much Final Fantasy. 
 
    The men were masked.  The one leading them wasn’t.  His face was strong, framed with black hair, with streaks of silver at the temples and in his sideburns.  His dark stare held interest and humor.  He still had his sword sheathed.  “You—by yourself—are going to kick down my warded door?  I want to see that.” 
 
    The man looking out from the door said, “Lord Vassru!  You’re back.” 
 
    “Obviously,” the man said.  “Do what the stranger asks; set the crossbar and high-alert wards.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.”   
 
    I turned back to the door as the eyes retreated from the little panel.  There was a loud grating sound of iron on wood.  A moment later the eyes returned.  “It is done.” 
 
    “Back away from the door,” I told him.  “Far away.” 
 
    The panel closed.  I gave the doorkeeper time to do as I’d asked.  Then I spoke over my shoulder.  “You guys should back up and maybe activate a shadow shield.  There could be a strong backlash of divine power,” 
 
    “Noted,” Vassru said. 
 
    And yet he and his men did nothing proactive.  Either he was very confident in his power or he thought I was a lunatic needing to be humored.   
 
    I shrugged and lifted my hands to the heavens.  “Oh, forgotten god of this world, ancient master of shadow, I invoke your august presence.  Kumbaya!  My Lord, Kumbaya!” 
 
    I armored myself with an impenetrable condensation of darkness, pulling light into myself, smothering it all around me for a heartbeat.  In that flicker of darkness, I formed a black hand as big as my whole body.  That hand had a pointing finger that rammed the locked door.  I disintegrated the hand, unleashing the black lightning it contained—the shadow magic of my father’s people.   
 
    This was something the dragon’s shadow magic couldn’t do. The human-sized door didn’t exactly explode; more like it shredded into very fine kindling.  Much of the larger door it was set in was blasted loose.  The thunderclap was thinned by the darkness I wore so I wasn’t deafened by the concussive wave breaking around me.   
 
    The men behind me were thrown back, except for Lord Vassru who’d stood directly behind me, the safest place.  This proved him a cautious skeptic not entirely closed to the unexpected.  Absorbing my shadow armor, I turned to him.   
 
    He straightened, having ducked reflexively.  The look on his face was that of a man who’d approached a goldfish bowl and found a piranha in it.  He resettled his dignity and faced me with a serious expression.  His hand came toward me but paused short of touching.  “Do you mind?” he asked. 
 
    “Mind what?” 
 
    “I want to check you for ancient relics of power.” 
 
    “You think I needed some trinket to blow down your door?” 
 
    “It’s possible.” 
 
    I lifted my hands, moving my elbows out from my body.  “Go ahead.” 
 
    One of the lord’s men ran in and cut him off.  “Allow me, my lord.  You are not to be risked.”  The lord backed away and his underling went through my clothes.  Since I had no pockets, this went fast. 
 
    “Should I take off my shoes?” I asked. 
 
    “If you would,” Lord Vassru said.  “I want to be sure there is no trick behind you.” 
 
    Just the mask I’m wearing, but it’s magic is designed for deceit—just like my heart—so you need strong magic to notice it.     
 
    They went through my boots and handed them back.  I sat and slipped them back on.   
 
    The lackey turned to Lord Vassru.  “He doesn’t even have a copper coin.” 
 
    I stood once more.  “That is because I walk in poverty so others can be blessed by blessing me. 
 
    Damn, spouting all this holy crap is hard work.  I will never look down on televangelists again.  Until I do. 
 
    “You hold yourself out to be the prophet of some god?” Vassru asked. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Unlike Muhammad, I don’t have to lie about that, being my own god.  Nor do I use holiness as a license to rape children as he did.  I have a few standards. 
 
    Vassru continued to stare.  “You’re just walking around, giving out gifts of power.” 
 
    “Right, totally free in exchange for gifts of respect that indicate such a blessing will not be taken lightly.” 
 
    “Hard to take shadow for light,” one of the soldiers said. 
 
    I held an empty palm out to him.  “Gimme!” 
 
    He exchanged a look with Vassru, shrugged, and gave me a silver piece from his pocket.  Shadow welled up in my hand and swallowed the coin.  I actually sent it to my Clan House on Earth.  The shadow in my hand darkened.  My fingers crackled with black jags of lightning.  “Come closer,” I said.   
 
    He did.   
 
    My left forearm went into a shadowy translucence and immaterially slid into his body.  I was getting good at retuning chakras fast; it took only a few moments.  I pulled my hand back from the top of his skull.   
 
    “I want you to think of something you’ve never quite been able to do with your shadow magic, I said, “and give it a try.” 
 
    The man shrugged again and closed his eyes to concentrate.  There was a whirr of blurred shadows behind him.  He’d grown wings of shadow that were almost too dark to be called shadow—more like darkness taking form.  His new wings lifted him off his boots, thrusting him high in the air.  We all looked up as he flew in human form for the first time, not as conspicuous as a dragon, but still a spectacle. 
 
    Vassru yelled up at the man.   “Enough!  Come down.” 
 
    The man complied with a sad face.  Landing, the soldier absorbed the darkness back into his body.  “That was fun.” 
 
    Vassru walked past me with a comment.  “Why don’t you come in.  The street is no place for serious business.”  He went on to the big hole in his outer gate, grinding splinters of wood under his heels.  He paused to give orders.  “Someone, clean up this mess and get me a new door.  And post extra guards here until we are secure again.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” a lackey answered. 
 
    Vassru went on across a courtyard to a massive structure.  From the street, I’d already seen the top stories.  Now I saw the grounds and the bottom of the fortress.  The base was solid rock, no windows, just a number of spaced out porches with wrap-around stone steps.  The doors here, too, were oversized; as if dragons were meant to use them as freely as humans.  Surrounded by Vassru’s men, I allowed myself to be herded inside.   
 
    Across the threshold of massive double doors, I found myself in a triple-wide hallway.  A flock of maids came out of nowhere to take Vassru’s travel cloak and to offer a goblet of wine.  A group of indoor guards took over escorting the lord while his men were dismissed to rest.   
 
    One of the soldier’s from outside objected.  “My Lord, this prophet is dangerous.  Perhaps we should stand by as well.” 
 
    “Go,” Vassru said.  “He’s been invited in because he is dangerous.  And I suspect, if he wanted me dead, I’d already be dead.  Run along.  Landru?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.”  It was the guard to whom I’d given wings. 
 
    “Go and let the clan healer look you over.  Then have her come to me and report on your changes.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.”  Landru hurried away. 
 
    The new guards studied me with curiosity, not quite sure what to make of me.  They seemed higher caliber warriors than the others had; better weapons, better clothes, and the magic I sensed in them felt much more refined.   
 
    Vassru uses his best people to guard his family at home, rather than himself on the street.  He is likely very competent or... 
 
    I looked at him with the eyes of my inner dragon.  My dragon’s appraisal perception kicked in.  Dozens of common articles on Vassru suddenly acquired a mystic light only I could see.   
 
    My inner dragon commented: His sword is a mystic relic of great power.  There are protective wards in his rings and wristlets.  Under his shirt is a necklace of some kind, stuffed with reserve spells for emergency use.  If he has sword skills to equal the quality of his blade, he is not to be taken lightly—even by us. 
 
    Good to know. 
 
    Vassru waved to a maid in a dark dress, but without an apron like the others.  She wore pointy-toed shoes with ankle support, and a pair of rectangular, wire-rim glasses.  “Yonna, please have refreshments sent to my working office and see if my wife can join us.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.”  There was a hint of English precision to her words.  Actually, she’d spoken in English, using a charmed translation broach to turn her words into the same dragon language we were all using.  She bobbed in place and hurried off. 
 
    “She’s human,” I said. 
 
    “Her family is as well.  They serve as the backbone of my home service.  When I hired them on Earth and brought them here, the level of efficiency rose significantly.  I understand they have served various aristocracies for generations throughout the United Kingdom.” 
 
     I played dumb as if not well acquainted with the countries of Earth.  “Whose kingdom?” 
 
    “Never mind, Vassru said.  “There was just something about your accent that made me think you might have spent time on Earth.” 
 
    “I’ve been there a number of times,” I said.  “Also, to Fairy.  I have friends in many courts there.” 
 
    “The Shadow Court perhaps?  It would explain much.”  He led me through a hall to a door, opening it, ushering me in.  He followed with the guards and gestured toward a chair.   “Why don’t you have a seat?” 
 
    My inner dragon caught a web of magic, shadowy wisps on the brocaded fabric.   There was a spell on the chair meant to immobile suspicious guests.  Yes, Lord Vassru thought he was quite the mastermind.  I smiled and charged my body with shadow magic, and then took the seat, staring back at him.   
 
    He had a satisfied smile on his face.   “Now, let’s have the truth out of you, my mysterious friend.” 
 
    I tried to stand and found I couldn’t—not without destroying the chair.  I also felt a weak compulsion to empty my guts of everything I knew. 
 
    Ah, restraining spell and a compulsion spell. 
 
    I decided shock-and-awe was now appropriate.  Lifting my face toward the ceiling, I opened my eyes wide—apparently in the grip of some holy vision—and spoke in a hushed voice, trying to come up with words I thought might be rather Old Testament.  “He comes.  The Shadow God of the Dragon World.  He has taken upon himself the insult offered to his prophet.  He comes striding across the mountains, filling the sky with darkness.  His sword is in hand to strike down the proud and arrogant.  The cold of his withering breath, the fury of his rage, is being poured upon this house for its sins.  Run…run!” 
 
    I sucked all the light out of the room and caged myself with black lightning, floating upward immaterially.  The chair shattered, burned pieces flying freely, rattling off of other furniture and the walls.  I heard several of the men crying out curses as they were hit.   
 
    I ghosted through the ceiling, but the lightning I wore blasted it, causing a collapse.  I heard cursing and scrambling of bodies.  The door opened and light shafted in from the hall, but by then, I was on the second floor. 
 
    Absorbing my energies, I became solid once more and landed on the part of the floor that hadn’t fallen in.  I was in a library.  I pulled a book off a shelf and walked over to a chair.  I flopped down and read.  It was a memoir of the Black Dragon Clan, written by a woman who’d lived a thousand years ago.   
 
    Dragons love their family history.  It gives them the illusion they’ll stay important after they die. 
 
    I read about a skirmish between the Black and Silver Clans—a feud the Black Clan had never quite recovered from.  It was the start of a long decline I planned on ending.  A daughter of the Black Clan had been secretly courted, impregnated, and abandoned.  The Silver Clan boy had married elsewhere, according to his parent’s wishes.  The too-young girl had died giving birth.   The child lived.  he was skinned so his silver pelt could go back to his father’s people; a reminder of their sin.  Some skin was taken from the mother and magically grafted onto the child to give him a clean slate in life as a black dragon.   
 
    Though those were barbaric days, the skinning of the child was a horror to those not involved in the story.  Furthermore, the Silver Dragon Clan was deeply insulted by the idea put out that it was better a child risked death than to carry the burden of silver scales through life.  
 
    Public arguments arose.  Skirmishes broke out.  Midnight ambushes fallowed.  Silver dragon women were kidnapped and raped.  Finally, the Imperial court stepped in—and took a massive bribe to rule on the side of the Silver Clan, the administrators of the Empire. 
 
    Romeo and Juliet all over, still no happy ending.  Kur, what were you thinking, you idiot? 
 
    I was five pages into the story when the library door opened.  Without looking up, I called out, “Watch out for the very big hole in the floor.” 
 
    “Oh!  Thank you.”  A woman’s voice. 
 
    I looked over.  A young woman edged around the hole, peering into it curiously.   She’d closed the door behind her.   We seemed to be alone.  “They couldn’t find any more soldiers to come so they stuck you with the job?” 
 
    Past the hole in the floor, she came straight toward me.  “You could say that.  I’m Quell, the clan healer.  I asked for an opportunity to deescalate the situation.” 
 
    “They don’t mind risking you?” 
 
    “Though young, my command of shadow magic is considered formidable.” 
 
    “Not by my standards,” I said.  “I was attempting to fix that problem for everybody when Vassru took it upon himself to offend my god.” 
 
    “Your god or you?”  Quell stopped near my feet, peering down at me.   
 
    “Same thing really.” 
 
    Literally. 
 
    I closed the book and left it in the seat beside me as I gave her my full attention.  She wore a simple shift of raw black silk, rather form-fitting, tied with a crimson sash.  Her long black hair fell down her back to her waist.  Her eyes were obsidian and she didn’t wear makeup—not really needing it.  Her skin had a healthy golden-brown color that came from frequent time spent outdoors.  It took away from the goth feel she’d otherwise have projected.   
 
    Dragons don’t show their age very easily, but—from her energy—I thought she was only two or three decades old. 
 
    She said, “I think if you were really mad, we’d have lost more than a ceiling and floor.” 
 
    “My god is willing to be appeased.  I’m waiting for an offer.” 
 
    Ignoring my invitation to bribe me, she knelt at my feet and stared up into my eyes.  “Can you teach me to do to our people what you did to Landru?” 
 
    “I can.  But if you want to acquire the power to retune your people, I’ll have to invest more in the process.  The changes I’d be making require umm, deep penetration.” 
 
    Quell leaned in, pressing against my legs.  “What are you reading?” 
 
    I handed her the open book.  She looked at the pages and sighed.  “This world is seldom kind to its children.” 
 
    Tell me about it.  I had golden sales and still got dumped on another world while my mom ran off in shame to parts unknown. 
 
    She set the book aside and her hands settled on my thighs.  “Will you teach me how to make my people strong again?” 
 
    I played hard to get.  “How does my god benefit?” 
 
    She pushed up and sat in my lap.  Her fingers went to her clothing.  Soon, she was bare from the waist up, her robe pooling at the swell of her hips.  Her tits were golden-brown and on the small side, but possessed a well-rounded shape, with nut-brown nipples to draw appreciative eyes.   
 
    “If I offer myself to you—your god—do you think his anger might turn away?”  Quell rocked in my lap, grinding against my hardening cocks.  I slid my hands up her trim torso and enveloped her breasts, cupping them, testing their pliancy.  My thumbs rubbed her nipples, feeling them stiffen and engorge.  The lady had made it clear what she wanted and what she expected from me in return.  I didn’t have a problem with that. 
 
    Leaning closer, her lips sought mine.  She kissed me and suddenly pulled back; her eyes wide with shock as my mask fell off my face.  Her void magic had broken it.   
 
    “You are strong,” I said. 
 
    She picked up the mask which was back to being ceramic once more.  Her glance went from it to my real face.  “I think I know you.” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “I’ve seen your face on news feeds.  You’re Caine, the exiled heir who was cast to Earth to live among demons.” 
 
    “No one cast me out.  My parents escaped to Earth with me before it could be arranged for me to accidentally die in my sleep, under someone’s pillow.  I’m the forbidden fruit of an unsanctioned marriage, the only despised child of the Golden Clan.  So, is this where you run off, screaming?” 
 
    “You still plan on giving me what we’ve bargained for?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Her lips came in once more.  “Then shut up and kiss me.” 
 
    I did, enveloping us both in a great winged darkness, a shadow crow that lifted us into the air.   
 
    Ah, much better than a chair.  More private, too. 
 
    Her lips went to my neck.  Her hands roamed freely.  I knew the exact moment she discovered what hung between my legs.  Her lips came away from me and she spoke in our shared darkness.  “That is not natural!” 
 
    “Does it put you off?” I asked. 
 
    “Put me off?  I am a medical professional.  This has me intrigued.”  She squeezed tightly to prove her point.  “This will require much study.” 
 
    “I’m in your hands, Doc.” 
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    “Irritation is an art form and 
 
    a public service I provide free.” 
 
      
 
                                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Much, much later, I’d explained about chakra centers in the body as I restructured hers.  Transformed, Quell reached into my body to explore my energies with incorporeal hands.   It was an odd feeling; being so open and vulnerable.  I hadn’t felt this way since losing my virginity in a strip club decades ago.  If an underage guy has enough cash, he can get himself raped in the middle of a lap dance.   
 
    I had faith in Quell as a healer but felt instant relief when her hands pulled out of my body—leaving my internal organs where they were. 
 
    Paranoia dies hard. 
 
    “I understand the process by feel,” she said, “but I don’t know why it works.” 
 
    “Never admit to ignorance,” I cautioned her.  “People will pay you less.  Just act mysterious and decline to answer questions.  Tell people it is a proprietary process—a secret of the God of Shadows.”   
 
    I lowered us to the floor and undid my shadow-crow.  We dressed quickly. 
 
    “And the God of Shadows is you as well,” Quell said.   
 
    “Sure.  Since you’re my doctor that’s privileged information, right?  You aren’t going to tell anyone are you?” 
 
    “When you’re in power, sitting on your mother’s throne, will I still be your doctor?” 
 
    “Everything’s a deal with you.” 
 
    “Of course.  I’m dragon-born, just like you.” 
 
    “Yes.  You will still be my doctor.” 
 
    “Swear to it as a prophet of the Shadow God.” 
 
    “I swear.” 
 
    A cacophony of distant mission bells filled the air over the ancient structure with peeling tones.   
 
    “What’s that?” Quell asked. 
 
    “I’m also King of Fairy.  My promises invoke fey magic.  Kur’s going to know I’m in the city now.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I’ll head off an investigation by going to the Imperial Palace as myself.  A friend of mine is working there.  I’ll pop in and have a visit, then let them see me portaling out to Fairy.  Hopefully, no one will draw a connection between my brief appearance, and the work of the Shadow God’s prophet.” 
 
    “Anything we can do to help you?” 
 
    “Yes.  Say as little as possible about either of me to the ruling family of your clan.  And maybe you could build me a few small shrines around town to stir up popular interest in the Dragon World’s new god.” 
 
    “I think Vassru will go along with that.  Don’t forget to take your mask.  And in the future, be careful who you kiss.” 
 
    I grinned at her.  “I can’t.  That has always been my undoing.”  I grabbed the mask out of the chair and fed it to shadow, sending it back to Earth.  I opened a shadow portal and stepped through, closing it behind me.   
 
      
 
    The Great Hall of the Imperial Palace surrounded me.  No state function was underway so it was deserted.  Still, if Vivian was doing her job right, a security force would be here any moment.  I turned slowly, looking for cameras while flushing my clothes with raw golden magic to bleach the fabric into a golden color.   
 
    I was still counting cameras when the great doors swung outward and a force of Imperial Guardsmen approached.  Most wore swords but a few carried lightning staffs of command rank.  I didn’t see the three girls Kur normally kept with him.  But that made sense since he wasn’t here.   
 
    The guards surrounded me.  One of the commanders barked questions: “Name, rank, and purpose.” 
 
    The other commander recognized me.  He groaned quietly. 
 
    I said, “Caine the First: the true and rightful king of the Dragon World. High King of Fairy, Demon Lord of Earth, and Consort to Selene, Goddess of the Red Moon.  My purpose?  Friendly visit—this time.” 
 
    Several of the guards roared with outrage.  “The Usurper!” 
 
    I made a show of looking around.  “Kur is here?” 
 
    “No,” someone said.  “You are the Usurper!” 
 
    “I am the High King of Fairy.  It is impossible for me to lie.  All I’ve said must, therefore, be true.  By calling me a usurper, you commit treason against this worlds true and lawful king.  As the Lord High Executioner, appointed by my grandfather, I have the right from this moment on to kill all of you and your families.”  I said that grimly but followed it up with a happy grin.  “But as I said, I’m just here for a friendly visit.  Has anyone seen my good friend Vivian?  She’s a dhampyr security consultant with a hot ass.” 
 
    She yelled from across the Great Hall.  “Caine!  What the hell?  Why are you messing with me while I’m on a job?” 
 
    I turned toward her and waited until she reached us to answer.  “I just wanted to say hi.  Besides, it gave you an opportunity to test your security, right?” 
 
    She glared at me with pink-lit eyes.  Not being full-vampire, they never quite made it to red.  She sported one of her sleek black catsuits but instead of weapons, she wore a tool belt.  Her black hair was loose except for a pink scrunchie in the back that let it fall in a ponytail.  
 
    “Caine, there are places around here where I am setting up automated machinegun nests.  Popping in without warning isn’t smart.” 
 
    “I did ring first.  Didn’t you hear the mission bells?” 
 
    The commander that had recognized me said, “That was you?” 
 
    “Sure.  I did say this was a friendly visit.”  I saw Kur and his girls enter the hall, strolling our way.  “I hope I didn’t wake the old guy up from his nap.  Vivian, does he look cranky to you?” 
 
    “Leave me out of this,” she said.  “This job pays very well.” 
 
    Kur walked up to us and waved at his people.  “Put those away.  Are you trying to start a war?” 
 
    I smiled.  “Hi, Gramps.  I just popped in to see my favorite dhampyr.   Can you spare her for a while?” 
 
    “Sure.  Just stay away from the royal vaults and don’t steal the silverware.” 
 
    The weapons were lowered and the guards retreated a short space.  “I can’t steal what’s already mine,” I chided him.  I moved to Vivian and took her arm.  “Let’s go see if there’s any food around here.  I’m hungry.  What about you?” 
 
    “I’ve had my bag of blood, thank you.”  She called back to Kur.  “We’ll be in the kitchen.  I’ll let you know when he goes.” 
 
    I sighed.  “It’s sad for a man to be so unwelcome in his own palace.” 
 
    One of the guards addressed Kur.  “My lord, are you sure we can’t kill him?” 
 
    I heard a deep sigh.  “Sadly, no,” Kur said.  “Watch from a distance, but leave him be—if possible.” 
 
    “If I lose this job,” Vivian hissed the word lose, “you are going to pay me out of your own pocket.”  She pulled free of my arm. 
 
    “Do you think they’ll have scones?  We could make a Game of Scones.  Maybe get a cooking show on the Food Network.”  I stopped and spun back toward Kur.  “Do they have scones?” 
 
    Instead of answering, he turned his back on me and left. 
 
    “I’m sure they’ll have something sugary for you.”  Vivian spun me back around and shoved me toward the kitchen.  “Take that door down in the corner.  The kitchen isn’t far.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Good.  I’m famished.  Being a god wears you out.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know.”  She stopped and turned toward me.  “Can’t a god just turn water into wine and stone into bread?  Why are we feeding you?” 
 
    “All of this is actually mine so I am feeding myself.  Even the money from Kur you’re being paid belongs to me.” 
 
    “You need a tee-shirt that says: Everything is mine!” 
 
    “That’s actually not a bad idea.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and proceeded to the corner door, opening it for herself.   Once open, I didn’t try to hold it for her.  She’d have gone gung-fu on me and scorpion-kicked me in the face.  Not that I’m inclined toward manners anyway.  In my experience, they only slow down movement toward the bloody-carnage-and-name-calling level of human interaction which I so enjoy. 
 
    I followed her through the door and we took a couple of hallways to reach a monster of a kitchen with stainless appliances everywhere.  A large crew of kitchen works and chefs were quietly industrious, all in kitchen whites.   
 
    A supervisor for the junior chefs shot us a withering stare that might have hurt if I hadn’t been braced.  He moved in to cut us off.  “What are you doing here?”  His tone implied nothing good. 
 
    I seized him by the neck and bashed his head against a nearby counter, letting him bounce off it, into the floor.  “That’s not how you speak to a god,” I said, 
 
    “Caine!” Vivian screeched. 
 
    “He’s a dragon, like me.  That won’t even keep him unconscious more than a few more seconds.”  I gave his ribs a swift kick that lifted his entire body into the air so I could drop a fist into his stomach and drive him back to the floor.   
 
    “While I don’t believe in manners for me, I expect them in others.” 
 
    A half dozen kitchen workers ran toward us.  I phased my human hands into claws and thrust golden dragon wings out of my back, shredding my shirt.  Python sized jags of golden lightning crawled over my body, branching out so I was webbed with electrical fire.  This made my heritage from my mother too obvious to ignore.  Those rushing at me stopped cold to stare.  They knew death when it growled at them. 
 
    The head chef of the kitchen pushed through the huddled workers, approaching without haste.  “There is some reason you are disrupting my kitchen?” 
 
    Vivian was right.  I did need a tee-shirt saying: Everything is mine.  I was giving this speech way too often.  “I am Caine Deathwalker, the true king of the Dragon World, and that makes this my kitchen.  But even if it wasn’t; I don’t tolerate disrespect except from my friends.” 
 
    The head chef looked at the supervisor groaning on the floor.  “I believe you’ve made your point. Can I help you with something?” 
 
    I reined in the lightning, pulling it into my body once more, and shifted back to my usual look, replacing my missing shirt with a layer of black shadow.  “I’ve eaten at the best restaurants in L.A. on Earth.  I was wondering how the Imperial Kitchen might compare.”  I leaned toward the master chef and stage-whispered.  “I am a bit hungry.” 
 
    “I knew your mother,” he said.  “A great lady.  We all mourned when she fled the Imperial Court.  Her brightness was always a pleasure to behold.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” I said.  “She dumped me on Earth after I was born and kept running, but if there’s some delicacy she particularly enjoyed, I wouldn’t mind tasting it.” 
 
    “As I recall, while carrying you, she’d often demand hot wings and sloppy joes.” 
 
    Vivian stared.  “You’re joking, master chef!” 
 
    “Call me Yorrik.  I believe her tastes in food leaned toward those of Earth at the time.  As a source of pride, I had to master these foods and improve upon them in order to lift my head in public.  To this day, Kur till enjoys my roasted honey-glazed wings.  As a matter of fact, I have some coming up; more than enough to spare.” 
 
    “Chicken wings?” I asked.  He’d talked about improving the recipe.  That might include using local ingredients. 
 
    “We have a type of fowl from the southern continent,” he said, “rhiirks.  They have bright ruby-colored feathers and are large enough so one bird usually suffices for a portion of wings.” 
 
    “I’ll try it,” I said. 
 
    “I would be honored.”  He turned and scattered his people with fanning hands.  “Back to work, all of you.” 
 
    The man I’d beaten had crawled off and was gone.  For all I knew, he’d run for the guards.  I crossed my arms and watched Yorrik pull a tray of wings from an oven.  They were huge and sizzled delightfully, smeared with golden-brown sauce.  I smelled the sweetness and hoped the wings had a kick to them as well. 
 
    Vivian moved close to me and lowered her voice.  “Caine, what is all this about?” 
 
    “Death, destruction, suffering, blood, gore, and mass murder.” 
 
    “Can you be a little more specific?” she asked. 
 
    “Selene says it’s almost time.  Dragon Fall is coming.  I want you to listen to me.  Take a leave of absence.  A week should do it.  Kur doesn’t matter.  He won’t be in power that much longer.” 
 
    “If hell is going to break loose, this is where I’ll be needed.” 
 
    “My people are dragons.  They can fend for themselves better than you can.   Besides, there’s sixteen-year-old Colt to think of.  He loves you.  You’re coming to a crossroads where you both could lose everything you’re holding on to.  I want to spare you both; he’s my son and you’re a dear friend.” 
 
    That I’ve bounced on my dick a number of times. 
 
     I turned to give her a dire glare.  “Selene says I shouldn’t tell you this, but you die in the upcoming timeline.  We don’t need a useless sacrifice like that.  There’s more you can do by living than wasting yourself on this world.” 
 
    “But if it’s fate, I can’t escape.  In all those stories about trying to change the future, every attempt to do so just brings about the very future people run from.  Isn’t that right?  The only chance I have is to live as I always have and face tomorrow head-on.” 
 
    I growled at her.  “You need to listen to me.” 
 
    “I do appreciate your concern, Caine.”  She leaned in and kissed my cheek.  “But I don’t believe the future is set until it becomes the past.  Still, I promise to be very careful and only take reasonable chances.  I’ve got to get back to work.”  She turned and walked away.  
 
    I watched her go.  She had the kind of ass that hardens a man.  The thought of that ass—dead, unavailable—it made me want to lash out and kill something. 
 
    Yorrik brought over a plate with two huge wings on it, each dripping with sauce.  I thanked him quietly and took a bite.  Smoky sweetness exploded in my mouth.  The underlying meat all but melted off the bones.  I slurped and chewed and swallowed, my mouth burning from spicy heat. 
 
    Yorrik stood there, a smile on his face as I abandoned decorum and ate like a wild beast.  I glared over the plate at him.  “This is so good…!” 
 
    His smile widened.  “That’s what your mother used to say.  I miss her.”  
 
    “That’s not possible for me,” I said.   “I have no memories of her.” 
 
    Chef sighed.  “None of us can stop the tides of the time and keep misfortune at bay.  We can only try to save what’s important to us.  I’m sure your mother thought she was saving you—in some way.” 
 
     “Even if that’s true, I don’t think I can forgive her for it.” 
 
    But I will save her people, her world, even those that drove her into flight.  That way—after the Flawless has been dealt with—I can make their lives a living hell! 
 
    I prepared to take another bite.  “These are entirely too good for Kur.” 
 
    Yorrik laughed.  “You should try my snail pudding with white chocolate mousse.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “It’s always dangerous to attract 
 
    the attention of one’s god.” 
 
      
 
                                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Hearing the stomping feet of Imperial Guardsmen in full enchanted armor, I handed the master chef back his plate, the bones on it slurped free of sauce.  I licked a bit of sauce off a thumb as well.  “Time for me to go.” 
 
    “Overstayed your welcome, I expect,” he said. 
 
    “I never had a welcome to start with.”  I opened a portal of swirling shadow with golden dragon magic clawing the edges of the disk.  The center of the portal blew out, letting the destination be seen.  I was going off-world and wanted Kur to know it so he’d relax his guard. 
 
    Chef stared into the portal as a fresh wind brought us the scent of flowery meadows.  “Do you know that some flowers are edible and not bad dipped in chocolate, rolled in crisped rice, and refrigerated for a crunchy snack?” 
 
    I grinned at him.   “I do now.”   
 
    Soldiers burst into the kitchen.   
 
    I walked into my portal and kept going.  A few more steps took me to Fairy.  I really hoped the soldiers were going to be stupid enough to follow me through.  Dragon-shifting soldiers are formidable on most worlds but Fairy has its own share of monsters, many with potent magic.  I’d made it a point to punch my portal through to the Wild Lands where the Wild Hunt and many powerful, solitary fey live that have magically mutated so far from Elven standards, they only fit in nightmares. 
 
    Stopping, I turned to look back inside my portal.  The soldiers were at the other end, wrathfully glaring but unwilling to come after me and risk getting stranded in another world. 
 
    No guts, no glory. 
 
    I gave them the old one-finger salute and collapsed the portal.  Petty of me I know but my inner child was happy as I walked off across a field of grass thick with tiny gold and purple flowers.  The sun burned low in the morning sky, barely above a gentle roll of hills.  Fairy was like a pure, more visually intense version of Earth.  The air smelled fresher and the colors were more vibrant.  I saw no sign of people or buildings nor did I expect to.   
 
    I strolled to the edge of some shade and entered a small clump of cherry trees with fruit on the branch.  In the grove, I found a rough-hewn, circular wall of rock that had been filled with earth.  A silver birch had been planted here in years past—the bark real silver as well as the leaves which acted as metallic wind chimes.   
 
    I pulled my powerless mask out of a floating pocket of shadow and laid it on the ground, reabsorbing the darkness.  I needed the magic of Fairy to recharge the mask’s spell before I could go back to my other identity. 
 
    I sat on the wall, my back to the tree and leaned back, my palms to the soil.  Closing my eyes, I let my awareness sink into the world.  I imagined dropping through soil and rock, past roots, deep into a silent place where the heart of the land beat with magic.  A tingle ran up my arms as the land felt my touch and answered, filling my weary hollow core with renewal and strength.  As High King of Fairy, communing with the land filled me with its power.  The danger was; after a few years of this, I’d be as fey as anything spawned here, my humanity crumbling off. 
 
    Some of the in-rushing power I diverted to the mask.  While I was at it, I asked the land for some nice diamonds, magically cut so they looked like what they were.  Surprisingly, not a lot of people recognize raw, uncut diamonds that can appear to be merely chunks of quartz.  These stones would help finance my operations on the Dragon World.  Musing over so much still to do, time lost meaning.  The Land snuggled up to me like a family pet, a sweet presence in the caressing wind.   
 
    When my arms grew tired, I lay back on the ground, fingers lacing under my head.  Songbirds wove melodies across the sighing wind.  My heightened hearing picked up the scrambling of tiny claws on tree bark: squirrels.  Opening my eyes, I looked for them in the overhead branches.  A squirrel on Earth might come up and beg for a nut.  A fey squirrel might grow fangs and try to choke you to death with a prehensile tail.  Communing with the land, I felt her protection, but for a warrior wariness is habitual. 
 
    Ten feet up, I saw a tree rat: no fangs, just buckteeth, and vermillion fur.  He chattered at me.   
 
    I ignored it.   
 
    He came down a few feet and chattered again.  I got the feeling I was being scolded for something, not that I didn’t deserve it many times over.   
 
    My inner dragon opened golden eyes in the back shadows of my mind, staring.  We could eat him but small as he is, it’s hardly worth the effort. 
 
    “I have to agree,” I said.  “The tail is all fur, no meat at all.” 
 
    The squirrel went silent, maybe thinking I was talking to him. Or maybe he was just indignant over my personal comments about him. 
 
    I heard the sound of a throat being politely cleared to draw attention.  No, it wasn’t the squirrel, though this was Fairy so it might have been.  I sat up and saw a little person: a fully developed woman only three feet high with red firebird wings fanning from her back.  She carried a handful of wildflowers and wore a homespun tunic of cream with a sweater vest that hung down to her knees.  Her eyes were silver-white, giving her a “blind” look that I didn’t think was accurate.  Her hair was a crimson mop, cinched at the nape of her neck.  In contrast, her skin was so very pale, I thought she’d burn on a cloudy day. 
 
    “Something I can help you with?” I reached over and picked up the mask and a handful of white diamonds, dropping it all in a briefly summoned pocket of shadow. 
 
    “You are at a holy place of power,” the woman said. 
 
    I wasn’t.  I’d know if that was true.  As High King of Fairy, I was tied to the land, one with its heart and spirit.  As a god, the only holy thing here was me—using the term rather loosely.  And yet she was fey; so, her words had to be true in some sense.  Obviously, this was a holy place for her. 
 
    “And your point?” I asked. 
 
    “You should move on before you are cursed.” 
 
    “By whom?” 
 
    She drew a deep breath and threw back her shoulders which jutted her tits at me in a threatening manner.  Manfully, I kept myself from fleeing in terror. 
 
    “I dislike revealing my true identity. People treat you differently when they know you are the Scourge of the Wild Hunt, Selene, the Goddess of the Red Moon.”  Being fey, she couldn’t lie but she was certainly leaving the door wide open for me to assume she was the person she’d named.   
 
    I decided to play along.  “Really?”  I opened my eyes wide, putting on a look of naïve innocence.   “I thought Selene had left Fairy ages ago.” 
 
    “I just like my privacy.  “Now if you will just amble off, I need to bless this site.” 
 
    That’s when I got it.  This was a memorial for the dead.  She was placing flowers on a grave and afraid I might be up to no good—a possible threat to her.  I wondered if she’d played the “legendary goddess” before to keep solitaries and other creatures at bay. 
 
    I pushed off the edge of the wall and stood.  “So, who’s buried here?” 
 
    “My parents.  I planted the tree over their remains a few ages ago.” 
 
    “And people come here just to harvest the silver, I bet.” 
 
    “Thieving scat-headed bark-peeling mouth-breathing pond scum!  Someone must have put me in a guidebook somewhere.” 
 
    “The silver is so accessible they can’t help it, I suppose.  Want me to fix that?”  
 
    Her eyes narrowed.  “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “How about a hundred-foot wall of thorns around the whole grove?  Would that help?” 
 
    “Since I live in the grove, that would wall me in, too.” 
 
    “You have wings,” I said.  “You could just fly over the wall.” 
 
    “Heights make me dizzy.” 
 
    Probably true, but I saw the real problem.  Her wings were fake, part of her costume.  I made another suggestion.  “A secret tunnel?” 
 
    “Why would you put yourself out?” 
 
    “You’re one of my subjects.  Why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    “Hah!  And who are you supposed to be?” 
 
    The land shook as I called upon it with my thoughts.  I didn’t have to see to know that outside the cherry woods, fangs of stone had pierced the soil and a wall was rising into place.  Soon, close-packed granite spires rose over the trees, making a saw-tooth ring.  A smaller bowl of sky now hung inverted overhead.  “How about that?” I asked. 
 
    She backed cautiously away from me. 
 
    “Don’t you want to know where the tunnel is so you can get out?” 
 
    She stopped.  “Who did you say you were?” 
 
    “Caine Deathwalker, High King of Fairy, consort to Selene, the Red Moon Goddess.  I swear it by my crowns.”  I said this in a very grim voice though I was not at all bothered by her misdirection.  It’s what fey do, who they are.  You will never get the truth from them except at the end of a very crooked path. 
 
    Explosive peels from phantom mission bell shivered the air high overhead. 
 
    Collapsing, she fell on her face.  “Mercy, mighty one!” 
 
    I sighed.  “Try to do someone a favor…” 
 
    “I intended no disrespect.” 
 
    “Stand up.  If you’re going to grovel and speak into the dirt, it will be hard to hear you.” 
 
    She leaped up as if her wings were real.   
 
    I smiled at her.  “How much do you want for the wings?” 
 
    “You want my wings?” 
 
    “If you’re willing to part with them.” 
 
    “If my forgiving Lord will accept them as a gift from a loyal servant, I would be happy to give them to you.” 
 
    She still thought she was in trouble.  I shrugged.  “I have wealth to burn.  You are a commoner from what I can see.” 
 
    Commoner?  Damn.  Something about being here in Fairy gets me to talking like some snooty lord.  I don’t do that on Earth among my demon clan or on the Dragon World.  Maybe it’s because I know how very unfey I am, even though I’m king here. 
 
    “They are yours,” she said. 
 
    “Done.   What’s your real name?” 
 
    “Liannah, my lord.” 
 
    “Here’s your entrance to the secret labyrinth.”  I gestured and the ground opened behind me, a stone-lined shaft with spiral stairs inside.   “Beyond the labyrinth, another tunnel comes up behind a small waterfall.  I know it’s a little cliché, but maybe it will serve.” 
 
    “What’s in the labyrinth?” she asked. 
 
    Usually, such subterranean mazes held monsters; a minotaur or some such, waiting to eat the unwary.  “No monster.  I just designed the labyrinth with heated air from some hot springs so that there would always be spooky, breathy sounds.  If you ever show the way to someone else, you can suggest that only your benevolent presence prevents them from being consumed by what haunts the darkness.” 
 
    “And what haunts the darkness is—” 
 
    “Only fear.  If you still have problems with this tree drawing unwelcome attention, get word to me in the Dragon-Eye Kingdom or to Izumi in the Winter Court.” 
 
    By this time, she’d found the release for the wings, detaching them, holding them out to me as she crept closer like someone in a minefield. 
 
    I took the wings.  “You don’t have to be afraid of me.  I won’t hurt you—not unless you one day give me a reason.” 
 
    “I shall try to never do such a dangerous thing,” she said. 
 
    “By the way, there’s glowing moss down thee on the walls to light the way.  If you want to build an Inn here and offer the luxury of the hot springs to our guests, it is such an exclusive place, the very rich might come and fill your coffers.  You’d have to take on some help of course.  You can keep a room just for me and Selene.  I think she’d like that.  She might even go into business with you since you’ll need financing.” 
 
      “Y-you’re not going to tell her I was possibly being confused with her, are you!” 
 
    “Why yes.  She’ll be amused.” 
 
    “Or offended.” 
 
    “Doubtful.  Imitation is supposed to be the highest form of flattery, right?  Tell you what; I’ll ask her to be nice.” 
 
    That sometimes works. 
 
    I lifted my voice.  “Selene?  Can I see you for a moment?” 
 
    I didn’t know for sure she was watching me from her goddess domain on the Red Moon, but I did know she was obsessed with me.  Chances were good. 
 
    A swirl of falling star-points thickened the air with a bloody light over the retaining wall, obscuring part of the silver birch.  A female form solidified in the crimson wash.  A moment later, the special effects ended and Selene stood on the edge of the wall, looking down at me.  “You called, dear one?” 
 
    “Yes.”  I held out the red wings.  “A small gift for you.” 
 
    She stepped off the wall and walked down to the ground as if support by invisible stairs.   She wore four-inch heels and a crimson chiffon gown with a plunging neckline.  Between perfect breasts, she displayed a necklace of cuprite, oxidized copper crystals strung together.  It was the material most of her moon was composed of. 
 
    “Oh!”  She plucked the gift from my hand and spun a few steps in some short-lived dance.  “You bought me fake fairy wings.  How thoughtful.  You know, I don’t have any of these at all!”  
 
    I smiled.  “Well, now you do.” 
 
    Poor Liannah just stood back, trembling head to toe.  Her eyes were wide.  I think this was her worst nightmare brought to life. 
 
    That’s karma, babe. 
 
    I gestured toward the tiny fey woman.  “This is Liannah, a great admirer of yours.  In the past, she may have passed herself off as you, hence the wings.  Apparently, you’re supposed to have them in human form.” 
 
    “I am?  Do you think that would make me more dramatic?” Selene asked. 
 
    “It’s not an area you struggle with, but I think I’d have to give that an absolute maybe.” 
 
    Selene let go of the wings and they came to life, fluttering in the air all by themselves.  They shot up, circled, and came back down, hitting Selene in the back between her shoulder blades where they stayed.  By that time, they’d grown a little.  The feathers looked freshly dipped in blood and jutted up from her, making her a bloody goddess of vengeance. 
 
    She turned toward Liannah.  “Do they really suit me?” 
 
    “M-my lady is most beautiful and daunting,” Liannah said. 
 
    “Love?” I interrupted.   
 
    “Yes, beloved?” 
 
    “I want to make this a protected site.   A place where high-ranking fey can come and do business with us in a relaxing environment—where we can rob them blind with luxury accommodations.  There’s a high wall for privacy and a subterranean, monster-free labyrinth with hot springs.   Do you think Your corporate empire might invest in an Inn here?  Liannah owns the property.  You can be her silent partner.” 
 
    “This is the wilds of the savage land, love.  Who in Fairy would come out here to stay in an Inn when there is so much else much closer to civilization?” 
 
    “Yes, but we’ll leak the information that this is the preferred recreational spot of the High King and that anyone wanting to gain his ear might want to come here.  If we pretend that we’ve something special no one else can have, they’ll never stand for it.  The lords and ladies of Fairy will come kicking in the doors to share our “discovery”.  We’ll let them—for a very high price.” 
 
    “This is so much more than I wanted…uh, I mean, then I’d hoped for,” Liannah said.  “Perhaps if you could leave me and the tree out of it—” 
 
    Selene danced over to the little woman and took her hands.  They danced a bit, Liannah’s feet sweeping well off the ground.  “Don’t worry,” Selene said.  “It’s natural to be a bit nervous when opening up a new business.  I promise you by my bloody wings; all will be well—or else.” 
 
    “We’ll need a few of your iron gargoyles to guard the silver tree so the lords and ladies don’t try to pay their bills with its twigs and leaves.” 
 
    “I shall handle it all, love!” 
 
    I thought you would.  Taking charge is your thing. 
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    “Everyone loves a bargain 
 
    with a miracle on the side.” 
 
     
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Liannah stayed behind, overwhelmed by her new fortunes, as I walked Selene through the labyrinth.  I could tell she was impressed with the bio-luminescent yellow-green fuzz on the cave walls and the blue light of the glowworms on the ceiling, like a collision of galaxies.  There were occasional clumps of glassy gray foxfire mushrooms with green-lit caps.  The warm, moist air flowed with moans and breathy huffs. 
 
    “There is a monster down here,” Selene said. 
 
    “No, it’s the way I’ve channeled the airflow; atmospheric theatrics.  At the center of the labyrinth is a cluster of pools fed by hot springs.” 
 
    “But no monster.”  She sounded disappointed. 
 
    “No, and don’t go putting one down here.  This place is where I’ll be dealing with the fey lords and ladies.  People won’t come if word gets out that they’ll be eaten.” 
 
    She smiled.  “So, we don’t let word get out.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re listening to me,” I said. 
 
    “I’m sorry, dear, what was that?” 
 
    “Never mind.  How soon can you get me a luxury hotel built here?” 
 
    “I can manifest whatever I want,” Selene said, “but getting the details perfect will require some thought.” 
 
    “You could go to Las Vegas for inspiration and drop in on Angie and her new boy toy.  I’m wondering how her wolfpack is acclimating to desert life.” 
 
    “There’s a thought,” Selene said. 
 
    We reached the pools.  There were a few Will-o’-the-wisps floating overhead, shining pink and green down on the bubbling water.  The rock edges of the pools were smooth, nearly polished.   
 
    “Place could use some tables and lounge chairs down here,” Selene said, “but it’s not bad.” 
 
    “I tell Fairy what would make me happy and the Land does her best.” 
 
    “But you don’t want a monster?” 
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    “A slow, weak one people could have fun killing?” 
 
    “Maybe for special events, as long as we warn the lords to bring their swords.” 
 
    “See, I can compromise,” she said. 
 
    I slanted her a look.  Compromise my rosy ass.  You just kept pushing until you got your way.  Well, you’ve been a goddess for a long time.  I suppose it’s natural. 
 
    “How are things going on the Dragon World?” she asked. 
 
    “Fine, I suppose.  I’m about to plant some shrines as cover for spell circles.  I don’t know that they will ward off the power of the Flawless completely, but they will help.” 
 
    “They might save a few.  And later, they’ll be a sign that someone cared enough to try and protect them.  The Shrines of the Shadow God will be highly respected.” 
 
    “And I can’t be everywhere when hell comes calling.” 
 
    “None of us can.  We pretend gods still have to work within limits.” 
 
    “I need to get back on the job,” I told her. 
 
    “You need to kiss me first.” 
 
    I did, enthusiastically.   
 
    “You wore poor Gloria completely out,” Selene said.  “Careful, or she’ll expect it all the time.” 
 
    I formed a shadow pool in the air, a disk of midnight edged with gold.   
 
    Selene continued to muse.  “She doesn’t have a dragon’s endurance, though she gave it a good try.” 
 
    I pushed out the middle section of the portal, making a conduit back to the Dragon World. 
 
    “Caine, don’t you think I’m better in bed?” 
 
    “Not feeling insecure, are you?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course not.  I know I mean twice as much to you as any of the others.  After all, I’m also bonded to your dragon soul.” 
 
    “That’s true.”  I pulled the mask out of a shadow and set it to my face.  The material warmed, tingling to life, synchronizing to my features and muscle movement. 
 
    “And we’ve even broken beds,” Selene said. 
 
    I smiled at the memories and took a step toward the portal, prepared to jump worlds. 
 
    “Caine, I’ve got dibs on the next fuck.” 
 
    “My cocks will dream of only you until we meet again.  See you later, love.”   
 
    I let the portal whisk me away, happy to escape.  When an insane goddess turns pensive, it is dangerous to be near her.  A few steps took me out the forward end, leaving me in an alley between two round-cornered buildings.  I closed the portal.  It was night.   
 
    There had been a timeslip.  Mere hours in Fairy had cost me half a day in Dragon World time.  Such losses varied.  Fairy didn’t have a normal time flow.  In some places, Fairy’s time could even roll backward for a while.  
 
    The sky overhead was a dark jade strewn with stars.  The building near me was dark, the windows shuttered.  The areas of the city I needed to go to now were the poorer parts on the fringes, where people were too mongrelized for the clans to claim.    
 
    I turned into a dark shadow and fanned golden wings of light from my back.  They lifted me from my feet.  I shot upward, then out, looking for the closest edge of town where the buildings were cheaper, smaller, and the streets less well lit.  Setting my course, I flew over the city and descended toward a shantytown.   
 
    There were buildings of wood, baked clay bricks, and massive stones that only dragons could have stacked in place.  The area looked clean and well maintained since dragons take pride in their possessions, meager as they might be.  To think that every dragon has powerful magic and a secret hoard of riches isn’t accurate.  Every species has those individuals that are a victim of their own character and therefore unsuccessful at life.   
 
    Which just leaves more plunder for the rest of us. 
 
    I paused at a burned-out home atop a small hill.  Some unlucky soul had lost their home to lightning and fire.  Yet I heard pans rattling around up there and sounds of movement.  The owner probably had no place to move to or knew looters would descend if he left.   
 
    There’s an old dragon proverb: Finders keepers, losers?  Cry me a river as I laugh at you.  Something like that. 
 
    I walked up over the rise and studied the fallen structure.  A chimney poked up.  Stone walls endured.  A wooden porch was black with ashen edges, ready to collapse under someone’s weight.  A tree had been hit by lightning and half of it had fallen on the house, bashing one side in.  It looked to me like someone was in the process of carving rooms into the fallen tree, leaving it where it was. 
 
    That would last until some silver dragon saw it and turned them in for building code violations.  I consider the existence of building codes as the beginning of the long slide into barbarism for every once-great civilization. 
 
    I called out; in case the resident hadn’t heard my approach.  “Hello, in there.” 
 
    The banging of the pots stopped.  There was a long silence.  Then a female figure appeared in the rubble, looking out at me from a hallway with no ceiling.  “If you’re looking for a house to buy, I’m fresh out.  Still got the scenic view, though.” 
 
    “How much do you want for the property as-is?” I asked. 
 
    Her laugh came with a bitter edge.  “Are you mental?  I’m not sure I could give this away.” 
 
    “How about you give it to me and I set up a shrine on the property that you can live in free of charge?” 
 
    “What kind of shrine?” 
 
    I made a ball of shadow form over my hand and a heavy bag dropped into my grasp.  The sound of the jingling coins inside the bag caught her full attention.  “Of course, you’d have a tenth of any offerings left at the shrine as payment for maintaining the property.  And I’ll throw in this bag of ultra-pure fey silver to close the deal.” 
 
    The woman came closer, climbing out over a fallen beam.  “Did you say fey silver?” 
 
    “Yeah, the good kind.  Not the kind that magically reverts to pebbles and leaves come morning.”  I tossed the bag up in the air and caught it, creating another clinking of coins. 
 
    “How big a shrine are we talking?” she asked.  “I only have three-fourths of an acre.” 
 
    “Who owns the land behind you?” I asked. 
 
    “That would be Taszwan.  Geezer’s older than these hills.  Mean as all git-outta-town.” 
 
    “Ask him to come up here.  I’ll buy him out, too.” 
 
    “I’m here already.  Heard the chink-chink of coins.  That always gets my attention.”  A stooped man in a black and green one-piece hobbled over on a gnarled staff.  He looked old but his steps were firm.” 
 
    “Always in my business,” the woman muttered. 
 
    Taszwan frowned at her.  “The man said he wanted to speak to me, too.” 
 
    “I want your property and this one.  I’ll make the same deal with you both.  I’ll use the adjoining border to build a shrine.  You both can stay and maintain the property for a tenth of all offerings that come in.  Even if nothing comes in, you’ll have the best home in the city for as long as you live.” 
 
    “Who’d be crazy enough to come here and leave offerings?” the woman asked.  “That’s not the way of dragons.” 
 
    “Things change,” I said.  “If you don’t want to deal, I’ll go ask elsewhere.” 
 
    “Who are you, anyway?” the man asked. 
 
    “I am the prophet of the God of Shadows.”  
 
    The woman said, “Seems I heard there was such a prophet stirring things up in town.” 
 
    “That would be me,” I said. 
 
    “Let’s see your coins, then,” Taszwan said. 
 
    “You have deeds to sign over?” 
 
    Both of them nodded.  The woman said, “Fire couldn’t get into the house vault.” 
 
    I tossed the bag of coins to the woman.  The floating ball of shadow dropped another bag into my hand.  I tossed that one to the man.  He snagged it out of the air with blinding speed.  Both spent a while inspecting various coins, bending them, tasting them, and finally appeared satisfied. 
 
    “Be right back,” the woman said.  
 
    “I’ll need a few minutes,” the man said. 
 
    “I’ll be here,” I said. 
 
    I felt eyes on me and knew there were stalkers in the shadows.  The clinking of coins in a neighborhood anywhere on the Dragon World will draw attention.  It’s like waving steak at a starving lion.  One teenager walked up behind me.  I turned to see him holding a piece of coal with a few stripes of iron pyrite, fool’s gold.  “Look, mister,” he held up his hand.  “Shiny!  I’ll give it to you for one of those bags of coins.” 
 
    I smiled as my floating ball of darkness dropped a PX4 Storm semi-automatic into my hand.  I pointed the gun at him.  “I think I’ve been insulted.” 
 
    He ran back into the shadows. 
 
    I lowered the gun to hang at my side. 
 
    Eventually, the two returned and we closed the deal.  They handed me metal plates that described the location of the properties in reference to ancient markers.  Each deed had a seal that matched one carved into a boulder on the respective property.  A copy of the deed would be filed with the local city government.  I would have to go to the appropriate Silver Clan office and pay a fee to have the ownership officially reassigned.  
 
    Like that’s going to happen.  What I own is mine because I can kill anyone trying to take it away.  The Law of Strength.  The most ancient law of dragon kind.  It supersedes all else. 
 
    “So, um, when can I expect my new house to get built?” the woman asked. 
 
    “I’ll do the central shrine first.  After that, you can decide if you want to live there or have this house rebuilt.  I’d advise you to live in the shrine and just let me clear off the rubble.” 
 
    “Just you?” the old guy asked. 
 
    “Me and the God of Shadows.  You should charge your neighbors for the privilege of watching—which they’re doing now for free.” 
 
    “Free!  Not on my watch!” the woman said. 
 
    “Nor mine,” the man said.  They hurried toward those lurking nearby.   Taszwan’s shrill voice assailed them.  “If you’re gonna watch, pay up first!” 
 
    “Pay up for what?” someone protested. 
 
    “The coming miracle,” I yelled.  “The God of Shadows is coming.” 
 
    I strolled off around the woman’s hovel and made my way back toward the property line separating the two areas.  Technically, that line no longer existed, but that was where the shrine was going.  Selene had designed quite a number of these shrines for me, making them from the same cuprite crystal that made up her Red Moon.  Years of preparation had gone into this operation which she said had to happen soon. 
 
    Each shrine had a hall for sheltering refugees.  Once the Flawless came, there would be plenty of homeless among the survivors.  The middle of the shrine would contain a spell circle under a high spire of crystal.  The back of the shrine would have emergency supplies and apartments for the keepers of the shrine.  If I didn’t have an owner staying on for that job, I’d get the black dragons to man the shrines.   I’d already put the out word among them of the God of Shadows and of what he could do for the “faithful”. 
 
    Followed by my ball of shadow, I found the spot I wanted so half the shrine would be on each side of the former dividing line.   I grabbed the ball of shadow out of the air and chucked it to ground zero. The darkness spread out like a building foundation, swallowing anything poking up in the way, sending it elsewhere.   
 
    I projected my thoughts to Selene who I knew would be waiting.  Okay, send the first one through. 
 
    The spire of red crystal poked up out of the grounded shadow.  More of the structure followed.  Soon, A mile-high finger of crystal poked the heavens, flipping off the universe.  At the base of the steeple, an oval two-story structure belled out.  Everything was made of red crystal.   I fixed this by pouring shadow magic into the structure.  It went from crimson to obsidian, the kind of place where the God of Shadow might occasionally hang his hat. 
 
    I turned back the way I’d come and saw the former owners and a crowd of their neighbors.  They all stared at the shrine. 
 
    “It’s a palace!” the woman said.  “I’ll move right in.  You can clear away the fallen house any time after tomorrow.”  She went straight into the structure.   
 
    I looked at Taszwan.  “You can move, too, or keep your old house.” 
 
    “I’ll let you know once I’ve seen inside.”  He went toward the side of the shrine on his former property.  The neighbors followed the old woman; after all, they’d paid for the open house tour. 
 
    Come morning light, the black spire would draw a bigger crowd.  And word would spread.  I wanted to put up a ring of these buildings around the city, tying the shrine circles together in a massive spell.  I couldn't be everywhere when the Flawless struck, but some of my power could.  The shrines would protect and—as the new faithful found religion in the coming apocalypse—their prayers would build power in these places, power I could tap.  Power their own prayers might release. 
 
    I just don’t know how many cities I can cover before time runs out for the planet. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TEN 
 
      
 
    “Freedom grows best from 
 
    blood-soaked ground.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I awakened a number of people that night in better parts of town to offer them obscene wealth in exchange for their property.  Money wasn’t an issue.  The shrines would eventually pay for themselves.  A few of my contacts were grouchy and angry at first.  It’s amazing though how the sight of gold and diamonds can quickly calm people down.  I secured four more properties, asking the former owners to vacate the next day.  I paid enough so that wouldn’t be an issue, and took possession of the metal title tags before finally returning to the room I’d rented. 
 
    I settled in and slept until midmorning.  Yawning, settling my magic mask back in place, I left my room and was stopped at the desk.  There were a couple of men there.  From the smoky scent, I figured they were red dragons in human form.   
 
    The old guy at the desk pointed at me as I came off the stairs.  “That’s him.  Prophet of Shadow.  If there’s going to be trouble, take it outside.” 
 
    The two men wore scarlet leathers and black boots.  They were big, too, probably used to throwing their muscle around.  The look in their squinty eyes confirmed this as they bore down on me, looming with quick steps.  They stopped way too close, an obvious intimidation tactic.  The one on the right had a bushy red goatee that hid his lips.  The one on the left was cleanshaven but with bristly caterpillar-like eyebrows. 
 
    “Eyebrows” held up a leather wallet that was folded in half.  He flipped it open to show me a badge and a picture ID.  “We’ve had complaints you’ve disturbed the peace of the city by peddling without a license and generally being a danger to dragon kind, handing out magic to children.” 
 
    “Goatee” leaned into me, glaring.  “You need to come along with us while we sort this out.” 
 
    “You’re not going to say please?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Eyebrows said. 
 
    A sword of black shadow wreathed in golden lightning appeared in my swinging hand.  I cut them in half and stepped over the dying pieces, heading for the door.  “Hold my room,” I told the Innkeeper.  “I’ll need it later.” 
 
    He pointed at the bodies.  “What about that mess?” 
 
    “They should have said please.” 
 
    “That cleanup is going to be on your bill.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    I made my sword vanish and went outside.  A few steps from the door, I turned into a shade: untextured, featureless; filled in with shadow except for the four blades of golden light that poked out of my back as I assumed my god-form.  Rising on a coil of wind, I spun into the sky, gloriously alive, then set course for the new properties I’d purchased, intending a tour.   
 
    I reached the first one and from the air surveyed the open area.  I’d picked places like this with great rolling stretches of lawn in back, looking to make this part of the job easier.  I sent a thought to Selene and summoned a pool of darkness up from the soil.  The shadow spread out, taking the shape of a foundation or the shrine.  The central tower of red crystal rose first into this world, followed by more and more of the structure until it was all in place.   
 
    I filled the structure with shadow magic, changing the color from crimson to my signature black.  Closing off the underlying shadow, I waited, making sure the shrine wasn’t going to shift.  Selene had assured me they were all stable and most types of soil would not be a problem because the defensive spell circle in each building also had a leveling spell attached.  And the longer the faithful came here to pray, the more powerful the site would become.   
 
    Hearing voices, I turned and saw the former owners.  Not yet moved out from the house, they’d come to see what was going on.  I waved a blessing and shot into the sky.    
 
    With the shrine I’d placed the day before, I soon had five dark towers needling the sky, casting shadows like sundials, changing the character of Capital City. 
 
    I returned to the first shrine, wanting to see if there was any slippage in the foundation.  I found both Taszwan and the old woman arguing with three city officials wearing a great deal of silver cloth.  One had a clipboard.   
 
    As I dropped out of the sky, the arguing stopped.  Taszwan gestured to me.  “See, it’s like I told you.  There’s the new owner—I think.  You should go talk to him about your blasted building codes, permits, and bribes.”  I understood the old man’s lack of a positive identification; this would be his first time seeing my god-form.  No one on this world had seen it except for Kur. 
 
    The three officials stomped over to me.  They offered identification: Code Enforcement, City Planning Division, and City Engineering Department.  They talked over each other at first, then quieted down to let the City Planner go first.  “This area is not zoned for this type of structure,” he said.   
 
    The Engineer said, “Ill-considered.” 
 
    The Enforcement Officer said, “Unadvised.” 
 
    I gave them an answer I knew they could not accept.  “The laws of mere dragons cannot bind the will of this world’s god.” 
 
    Enforcement said, “We’re going to have to charge you a fine for every day it’s not torn down.” 
 
    The Engineer said, “If such a structure were to topple, hundreds could be killed.”   
 
    “I charge you with blasphemy and find you guilty,” I said.  “You may now speak in defense of your lives.” 
 
    Enforcement guy sighed.  “Are you insane?” 
 
    My shadow sword, wreathed in golden lightning, appeared in my hand.  I slashed and got all three in one stroke.  They fell dead to the ground. 
 
    “The penalty for blasphemy is death.”  I made my sword vanish from my hand.   
 
    The woman looked down at the bodies.  “They aren’t going to take that quietly.  If the Red Peacekeepers don’t come, the Silver Clan will handle this themselves.  
 
    “Whoever comes will die.  The titles are mine.  And they will not be registered.  The first law of dragon kind is that every law may be challenged by strength and magic.  Though entire clans must die, let my will be done.” 
 
    “And when the Imperial Wings come?” 
 
    “If the emperor wants to be broken by my strength, I can do that too.  By sending his people against me, he gives me grounds for a challenge to the throne.” 
 
    I didn’t expect it to go that far.  Once I decimated a few clans, it would be cheaper for the government to just let me have my way.  Dragons can be very pragmatic, weighing what they have to lose—everything—against so little gain.  If I were defeated, all they’d get were my shrines and if they wanted them torn down, they’d have to pay for it. 
 
    I faced the two dragons that had sold me their land.  “If you want to go traveling until things are safer, I understand.  I’m not asking anyone to die for me.” 
 
    Unless they really want to. 
 
    “Better we stay,” the woman said.  “Otherwise, it would look like we’re running from a crime.” 
 
    Taszwan grinned.  “Don’t worry.  We’ll be sure and tell them in great detail exactly what happened and who is responsible.” 
 
    “Tell them the God of Shadow judged these three and found them guilty of blasphemy and attempted theft from a deity.  I really had no choice.” 
 
    I gestured and pools of shadow opened up under the bodies.  They sank and then the shadow pools closed.  I opened fresh pools out in the closest street.  The bodies were left there as the pools dwindled away once more. 
 
    The old lady grinned.  “I appreciate a god that cleans up after himself.” 
 
    “I think I need to head some of this off before more of my shrines are involved,” I said. 
 
    “Going down to the City offices?” Taszwan asked. 
 
    “I think so,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll call the news media and give them a tip.  I assume you’re going to build these shrines in other cities and will want less hassle next time around.” 
 
    “The rings of protection; yes, I am.  And that’s a good idea.”   
 
    I rose into the air and angled toward the middle of town where the buildings were highest.  I passed flying dragons of numerous clans and gathered curious looks from them since I was flying as a human, not in dragon-form.  Likely, they thought me visiting fey of some kind. 
 
    Flying over the city, I approved of the clean lines, the way morning light glossed the structures and fired up the glasswork.  The sky-rails conducting the trams were supported by the tallest buildings with docks to allow shoppers and sightseers an opportunity to explore the upper regions without returning to the streets.  One of these days, I was going to shop in the heights in the better shops. 
 
    The government buildings huddled together for mutual support.  Some of them even flew the silver-and-gold flags of Imperial Administration.  I dropped down onto the dock of one of these and went in.  A directory in the sky-rail lobby listed what government offices were in this structure.  I didn’t see what I wanted.  I returned to the dock and launched from there, seeking out the next building.  I had to rise and let a tram go by before I could drop in and follow the crowd dropped off.  The directory here told me I was in a City Court building; mostly domestic and code violations. 
 
    Poring over the boards, I eventually found a small, ground floor office listed under Civil Disputes: Vendetta Registration.  Dragon society allowed for the carrying out of blood feuds and private wars.  An official notice had to be filed, a fee paid, and a bond put up to pay for accidental deaths if other than designated parties were killed.   
 
    The reason more private wars weren’t conducted was because the forfeiture of all clan assets was the result of losing such a war; a big gamble. Even if you won such a battle against another clan, you could wind up so weakened that a third clan could easily step in, call feud on you, and wipe you out to get your wealth.   
 
    Registering was still allowed, but frowned on by the Imperial Court that had in the past defused such actions by arranging for boycotts of feuding clan businesses for disruptions of the common peace. 
 
    At the core of the tower was a shaft that could accommodate two dragons at once.  Three traffic globes on one side used sequenced lights for downward motion.  On the other side of the shaft, the three lights moved upward, designating a different traffic flow.  I went to the side for downward movement and stepped off without going into dragon-mode.   
 
    Floating languidly, I passed floor after floor until I reached the ground level.  I walked over to the circling hallway, looking for the branch I wanted.  I found it and followed the numbers.  I pushed through the door I wanted and found an empty waiting room.  Business looked slow.   
 
    Striding up to the counter, I saw no one manning the office, but there was a set of doors.  On the counter in front of me, someone had left a large handbell made of bronze with a sculptured dragon winding around the bell.  The dragon’s tail poked up and looped to form the handle.  I dropped the shadow masking my head so the false face I wore could be seen and absorbed the golden vanes poking out my back.  Picking up the bell, I shook it vigorously and set it down. 
 
    A few moments later, the right-hand door behind the counter opened and a man came out who looked middle-aged, not that that meant much on this world where middle age could last centuries.  The office worker had the burned ashes smell of a silver dragon, and wore the silver clan colors.   
 
    My shadow magic prevented my own scent from betraying my origin as a golden dragon. 
 
    He looked me up and down, absorbing the black colors I wore.  This brought a sour expression to his face, but he was polite enough when he spoke.  “Yes, how can I help you.” 
 
    “I’m here to register a private war.” 
 
    “You’re joking.” 
 
    “I am in the right office?” 
 
    “Well, yes, but no one has done that in forty years.” 
 
    “Long overdue then.” 
 
    He shrugged and actually smiled.  “Fine.  I’ll dust off the paperwork.” 
 
    He reached under the counter and brought up a small bundle of forms.  He blew the dust off of them; he hadn’t been kidding.  Setting them on the counter, he produced a charcoal stick—something like an artist’s sketch tool.  “It’s been a long time since we’ve had any private wars.  I hope yours proves entertaining.  I normally hand these out and wait for them to come back for processing, but since I have little to do, I’ll help you with these.” 
 
    “I appreciate it.  What’s the current fee?” 
 
    “Five silvers and the public bond indemnifying you against wrongful death.  If you win the war and don’t kill any uninvolved clansmen, the bond will be returned to you.”   
 
    “And the challenged party can sue for peace by paying me off with twice the bond amount—if they so choose.” 
 
    The clerk narrowed his eyes at me.  “This isn’t just a bluff to make money off your nuisance value, is it?” 
 
    “I am quite serious about killing whoever I need to.” 
 
    The clerk relaxed.  “Well, fine.  That’s how a dragon should be, whatever clan.  You represent some sub-branch of the Black Clan, correct?” 
 
    “No.  My clan isn’t taking this out.  I am personally on behalf of my employer.” 
 
    The clerk arched an eyebrow.  “That’s unusual.  A corporate dispute then?” 
 
    “Not really.  I’m filing as a property owner against the City.  My challenge is to exempt myself from all civil law and obligation.” 
 
    The clerk leaned against the counter, peering at me intently.  “A tax revolt?” 
 
    “I am the prophet of the God of Shadows.  I have set up five shrines in the city.  As divine institutions, we are beyond the civil code’s right to tax or administer our business.  All such attempts constitute blasphemy and attempted theft by fraud.” 
 
    His eyes glittered with interest.  He smiled much wider, scribbling on various sheets of paper.  “You realize that the City Council will simply hire a professional assassin to kill you and your case will be closed rather quickly?” 
 
    “My god will fight for me.” 
 
    “You are of sound mind, right?  Gods?  In this day and age?” 
 
    When have I ever had a sound mind?  Insanity is half my strength.  The rest dangles between my legs. 
 
    I waved my hand over the counter and a stack of property tags appeared.  I opened my other hand and dropped five silver coins on the counter.  “I intend to put up my acquired properties for the bond.” 
 
    The clerk took possession of the coins and tags.  He asked a few more questions.  I gave the room I was renting as my current address.  After finishing the papers, he used a silver-colored candle to leave a blob of wax on the bottom page and then used a ring to imprint the seal of his office.  “All right, you’re all set.  Your private war is registered.”  He handed me a bronze necklace with a medallion on it.  The disk showed a picture of a dragon burning up a tree.  “Wear this at all times.  Once it is taken from your dead body, the feud is over.” 
 
    “Or once the City grovels at my feet and begs for mercy.” 
 
    The clerk laughed.  “You’re a funny guy.” 
 
    I slipped the chain and medallion over my head.  “You’ve got no idea.”  
 
    “Good luck,” he said.  I turned and walked back to the hallway door.  As I opened the door, I heard him mutter: “You’ll need it.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    “Sometimes, it takes a lot of  
 
    dead bodies to prove a point.” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Out in the hall, walking away from the office, I restored my god-form, extending golden, blade-shaped wings, covering my face with darkness.  I walked back the way I’d come, toward the central shaft of the building.  A running woman passed me with a highly curious stare but she kept going without a word.   
 
    I paused and looked back.  She went into the Registry Room I’d just left.  I continued on. 
 
    Probably news media.  Taszwan said he’d contact them. 
 
    I got back to the central shaft and stopped as I heard running steps pattering behind me.  My days of dodging notoriety were over.  These days, I’d use every weapon that came to hand.   
 
    I turned to face the woman I’d seen earlier.   
 
    As she saw me waiting, she slowed and took out a digital camera.  It was one of the imports dragon society acquired covertly from Earth.  My adopted planet had also inspired the Dragon World to copy sports bars and to import TVs.  Earth-style news broadcasts were becoming popular now, creating a whole new industry that catered to the curious. 
 
    She took numerous pictures of me and even angled to the side to better get my light-wings.  That done, she put away her camera and smiled at me.  She had the herbal-fresh scent of the Green Dragons Clan and actually a hint of green to her skin tone as they all did.  Her green hair was so dark, it looked almost black and her eyes were emerald pools.  She wore a teal-green business jacket over a yellow-green blouse, and a teal-green skirt as well.  There was also an ID dangling on a chain around her neck: press credentials.  As if I hadn’t guessed already, she lifted up the press pass and waved it.  “Hi, I’m Laurinth Greene.  I’m with Capital City News.”   
 
    I noticed she had a handheld recorder, something else brought through the gate from Earth where magic-users maintained a network of transportation hubs for those who knew how to find them. 
 
    “You’re not from the Daily Planet?”   
 
    She looked confused by my reference.   
 
    “Never mind,” I said.  “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I understand you have contracted for a private war against the city.  I wonder if you would tell me about that.” 
 
    “The City has attempted to interfere with the work of the Shadow God.  They blasphemed and attempted to steal from me through the fraud of taxes, by imposing fees, and by attempting to extend their nonexistent authority over my holy sites.  You may have seen the black crystal spires rising above the city at numerous points.” 
 
    “Oh, that was you?  They appeared in hours.  How did you manage such a thing?” 
 
    “Much is beyond the reach of dragon-kind, but not the hand of the God of Shadows.  The city officials that have opposed me so far have died for their sins.  More will follow until the City learns it is in a fight it cannot win.” 
 
    “Are you a prophet or actually this Shadow God you speak of?  And do you have a connection to the Black Dragon Clan?” 
 
    “I look favorably upon the Black Clan for their magic comes from Shadow, but I stand alone against the City.  I am the prophet of my god and, at times, that god himself.  This is one of the Mysteries of Shadow.  Those who would learn more may come to my shrines for the blessing of enshadowment.  Some of the Black Clan that have received my word have also received gifts of power.  Long has the God of Shadow tolerated the ignorance of the Dragon World but with the dire threat that’s coming to this world, new truths are needed.” 
 
    And I am just the guy to pull them out of my ass. 
 
    “So, you have already started your holy war?” Ms. Green asked. 
 
    “They offended a god.  They were tried, found guilty, and executed by the sword of the Shadow God.” 
 
    “And what is this dire threat that’s coming?” 
 
    “Millions will die.  The true king of this world is not upon his throne so the world is being tested.  That is all I have to say.” 
 
    “Millions!  How can that be?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “Go ask Kur the Usurper.” 
 
    “Where are you going now?” she asked. 
 
    “To my hotel room.  A number of violent people should be there, waiting to kill me.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I come along and get some pictures?” 
 
    “Fine with me.”  I turned from her and floated up into the air.  I went out into the shaft and rose, leaving her to turn into a green dragon and follow.   As I neared the upper-level dock, I heard the flapping of dragon wings behind me.  A red dragon cleared the air-space above me and I followed toward the docking area where the tram waited, loading passengers.  As I moved by force of will, my feet remained inches above the floor, making me taller, purely accidental.   
 
    It’s interesting; the change in perception a few inches can make—even to a god.  I think I can get used to this.   
 
    Back in her human form, Ms. Green caught up with me.  She stayed close as I edged around the crowd, going for a clear spot behind the tram.  I floated out behind it, drifting over the track and out into open space above the street far below.  She lagged, turning into a green dragon, but caught up on a flurry of wings, washing me with wind as she filled a march larger volume of space.  Most other dragons were bigger than me when in dragon; one of the great injustices of life. 
 
    My inner dragon had been quiet for a long time.  It was almost like he was bored with his own world.  Perhaps, he took after me in considering Earth and Fairy to be far more exciting.  As the green dragon climbed just ahead of us, in the back shadows of my mind, golden eyes opened.  My senses were tapped into.   
 
    Nice tail on that one. 
 
    I only notice dragon females in human form.  Dragon charms are lost on me, I told him. 
 
    Yeah, I’ve noticed that about you. 
 
    Is it really safe for you to be eyeing dragon booty?  Selene is far more jealous of you than me. 
 
    He took a few seconds to mull it over as we continued to climb above the buildings and avoid passing dragons that were already leveled out in their chosen lanes.   
 
    It just means she loves me more than you. 
 
    I sent him a mental grin.  If that’s what you need to tell yourself… 
 
    Why do you have to be a dick even to yourself? 
 
    Keeps me in practice. 
 
    I leveled out and swung around on a new course.  The green dragon copied my flight path.  It didn’t happen that too many dragons were heading our way so I mostly focused on cross traffic, wondering how long it would take the city officials to send their professional assassin after me.  Those waiting at my hotel room would be the Dragon World equivalent of a homicide squad, maybe SWAT, too.  They’d had time to misunderstand my nature and would be assuming me to be a black dragon with very strong void magic.  I had no problem with them underestimating me at this stage of the game. 
 
    The metropolis spread out below, not really as populous as you’d think since everything was scaled to dragon form.  Earth counted her population in the billions.  But like Fairy, the Dragon World had vast unused tracks for her millions.  Human cities were much more densely packed.  The capital below was clean, almost sterile.   
 
    Nearing noon, the steeples of my shrines wouldn’t be casting their shadows far.  As evening came, that would change.  The city would take on a striped, branded look—like meat on a grill.   
 
    Mine, I thought. 
 
    Mine! my dragon happily echoed. 
 
    I slowed in descent as we reached the Black Clan sector of the city.  Ms. Greene back-winged to slow and then dropped in a controlled glide, pacing me.  I landed on an extra-wide sidewalk outside my hotel. 
 
    My inner dragon grinned at me.  We both felt the presence of predatory eyes watching us from various vantage points.  The peacekeepers would be spread out, waiting for a signal to rush me.  They’d be thrown a little by my god-form and probably hesitate in case I was a visiting dignitary from Fairy.  That would buy me some time. 
 
    They had the owner out in front of his business, watering bushes and flowers.  No doubt, they were strong-arming him into providing a positive ID.  The old man looked at me as I came own to hovered inches off the ground.  He probably knew it was me but wasn’t being too helpful to the cops.  Dragons take being told what to do very poorly. 
 
    I turned toward the reporter who’d also landed.  “You’re going to want to get across the street where you can take pictures and not get killed from the crossfire.” 
 
    “Oh!”  She scurried away from me.  Apparently, the possibility of her job turning dangerous had never occurred to her until now. 
 
    I drifted over the sidewalk and stopped near the owner.  He made no further pretense of watering the plants.  “I’m going to be checking out now,” I told him. 
 
    “Maybe in a number of ways,” he said. 
 
    “What do I owe you for the cleanup and general disturbance?” 
 
    “A gold will do it.” 
 
    I made a throwing motion.  A clot of darkness wafted over to him and stopped to hover in place.  He put a hand under the darkness.  Two gold dropped into his palm.  He inspected them closely.  “This isn’t that fey fool’s gold, is it?” 
 
    “I pay my debts.  If I were you, I’d get off the street.  I’m about to drop some shadow and let them see it’s me.” 
 
    He shrugged.  “You’re funeral.” 
 
    “Actually, no.  It won’t be.” 
 
    He shrugged and headed off. 
 
    I rotated where I hovered, that piece of thrown darkness coming back to merge with me.  Dropping the shadow from my face, I let those watching see they’d found their target.   
 
    A bunch of green laser dots beamed in and tried to stick to my shade form but vanished, eaten by shadow.   
 
    They’re importing Earth weaponry now?  When did that start? 
 
    My inner dragon said: Vivian’s influence. 
 
    Of course.   
 
    I let shadow cover my face once more and went totally intangible—full-on shadow mode.  I also expanded my image until I was a good twenty feet tall.  Flying a mere six feet, I shot higher into the air; a fast, jerky movement.  It would look like an attempt to fly away.  If any of the cops were coming at me in dragon form, I wanted to bait them into jumping the gun.   
 
    A hail of slugs ripped through me, doing no damage—to me anyway.  The hotel wasn’t so lucky.  A window was holed and cracked.  Two of the potted plants burst and bled soil on the walkway to the door.   
 
    The innkeeper’s going to be pissed. 
 
    I built up a charge of golden jags along my blade-wings while wreathing my shade-form with black lightning. 
 
    A voice called off the shooting when it was seen to be useless.  A red and silver dragon dropped off the roof onto me.  The silver landed on my back and was blown into crispy chicken nuggets.     
 
    My inner dragon said: Jumping on someone’s back.  How cowardly. 
 
    I neglected to inform him I’d done the same thing upon numerous occasions.  There are no rules in true combat. 
 
    The red dragon slowed, wings pumping to keep him level with me.  His claws slashed but failed to touch me.  Some of my black lightning slathered across his scales, burning them.  Undaunted, he belched a torrent of flame and smoke into my face. 
 
    My right hand shot out and closed on his throat.  Unlike the rest of me, my hand was hardened shadow with the consistency of titanium armor.  A small squeeze pulped his throat.  He dropped to the ground, gagging, choking, and dying. 
 
    And then they did something incredibly stupid; two high-flying silver dragons disgorged pure solar winds like the prominences that leap off star coronas.  The energy plasma gouged deep into the street and came at me in slanted columns.  The road melted and fumed.  The air shimmered with heat.  The attack hit me and kept going as I floated there, watching the property damage escalate. 
 
    I hope Ms. Greene is getting some good pictures.  Well, enough posing.  Time to get on with the killing. 
 
    I blurred into the sky, coming up behind the silver dragons who’d overswept my position.  I continued to expand my size as a shade until I was as big as many of the building under me.  Pooling darkness and black lightning in my right fist, I willed a sword into existence that combined various types of shadow magic around a hidden core of golden dragon magic.  The incompatible energies shouldn’t have remained stable, but they did.  The type of control I needed to do this was ingrained in me under Lauphram’s training.  My adoptive father was often a dick but he’d help forge me into a weapon my people could never have expected. 
 
    One of the silver dragons looked back, saw me, and panicked, shying hard to the side to escape my descending sword.  I sliced his partner in half.  Severed from each other, his wings couldn’t keep the dragon aloft.  The two chunks of him plummeted to the burning road, my contribution to the block-party bar-b-que.  My sword came back up and cut the other silver dragon mid-torso.  He broke into two parts which also dropped into the street. 
 
    Shedding some of my size, I dropped to the bubbling road and pawed through the dragon corpses, looking for the hearts.  One of them I’d already severed.  The other had to be ripped from the corpse.  My shadow shape went from intangible to an armor-like shell around me.  I made like I was eating the hearts but my shadows actually absorbed them—but the optics wouldn’t show that to the lady’s news viewers. 
 
    Lesson to the world: gods are dangerous.  Don’t piss us off. 
 
    With the hearts part of me, their magic fed my own, a kick to the system like drinking a pint of moonshine in one gulp. 
 
    My inner dragon smacked his lips.  Damn, that’s good! 
 
    I shuddered and returned to my original human size, scaling down the sword as well which I kept in my left hand.   
 
    I was still surrounded but none of the dragons in their human form looked happy about it.  Finally, one bold soul approached me and roared out: “Surrender, and we promise you a fair trial.”   
 
    Which meant they knew they couldn’t kill me without calling in the Imperial troops and maybe Kur himself. 
 
    I went back to my humble prophet persona and held up the medallion on its chain.  “You can’t arrest me.  I have a permit for a private war against the City.  You guys are the only ones who’ve acted illegally by endangering the innocent.  I have the legal right to kill all of you.”  Grinning, I watched their disbelieving eyes go to the medallion.  “If you want to live, run!” 
 
    The world blurred around me as I moved at god-speed—a term I hadn’t truly appreciated until I knew what god-speed was.  The police seemed to slow down like a scene in a movie where a lot of detail needed to be quickly taken in.  My sword cut the air and quite a lot more.  Soon, the street was thick with severed body parts.  The only ones I let go were those who’d gone dragon and fled into the sky. 
 
    They can live to fight another day. 
 
    Those in the street—not so much.  When I finally slowed and dissolved the sword, only the reporter and I still lived.  The street still burned, adding a hellish touch as she got her shots.  When she had more than enough and looked much paler than before, I watched her bow over a curb and throw up into the flames. 
 
    My inner dragon wasn’t impressed.  She’s going to have to toughen up.  The world’s going to see a lot worse once the Flawless come. 
 
    I nodded.   
 
    Mental note: at the next city, get the private war license first thing.  Then we can just highjack city property for the shrines.  It will save bother. 
 
    Oh!  Good thinking. My dragon said.  Hey, I’m hungry for chicken nuggets for some reason.  Can we go back to Earth for a while?   
 
    Sure.  Kur will recognize us from the news stories and come hunting us.  I don’t want that confrontation to be where he has any authority.  We’ll see how he likes standing in someone else’s center of power. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWELVE 
 
      
 
    “If you believe in nothing  
 
    else, believe in my spite.” 
 
      
 
                                                           —Caine Deathwalker               
 
     
 
    I walked into the Great Hall of the Clan House on Santa Catalina Island and carried five chicken-nugget happy meals.  Colt was at my side.  He’d popped in out of nowhere as I was placing my order.  One of the boxes was his; already consumed.  He had all the toy surprises in his hands and wouldn’t show them to me. 
 
    “I’m not going to steal anything.  I’m just curious what you got,” I said. 
 
    “A nunya,” he muttered. 
 
    “A ninja?” 
 
    “A nunyuh business.”  He laughed like that was the funniest thing he’d ever heard; like a kid.   Hanging out with me for almost a year hadn’t matured him any—for some reason.   
 
    “Julia taught me that one,” he said. 
 
    Ah, my daughter has been corrupting him with sass.  At least they get along. 
 
    We headed across the open floor toward the dais with its extra-looming throne.  I had recently redecorated.  There was a much shorter throne next to mine, one made of red crystal.  This was for Colt whom I’d already acknowledged before my clan as my heir.  Oddly, people who hated my guts in the clan were strongly drawn to Colt, often saying he and I were nothing alike.   
 
    A few had asked me if I was sure he was my kid. 
 
    I’d magically transported them to the Red Moon so they could ask Selene that question.  I didn’t expect to get them back in one piece. 
 
    The Old Man had dropped some pillows on Colt’s throne.  It was a good call; a kid sits longer when his butt isn’t hurting from a hard chair.  My own throne was well-cushioned, had a back massager, and left and right cup-holders as well as a charger port for tablets and phones.   
 
    Note to self: buy a hover drone with a built-in TV. 
 
    Colt sat there, kicking out his feet, as he waited for something interesting to happen.  I used the downtime to feed my inner dragon his chicken nuggets.  I liked the sweet and sour dipping sauce and the honey mustard.  Between bites, I said: “Did your mother send you over to keep me alive?” 
 
    I knew Kur would be barging in at any moment, all hell-bent for an explanation and maybe a little more.  He’d need a relic of great power to boost him up to god-level if he intended to make a serious fight of it.  I was actually curious what he had in his personal armory for such an eventuality. 
 
    “Mom says he’ll hesitate to go as far as murder you with his grandson watching.” 
 
    Selene touched mines up and down the timeline with her other selves so she’d be the one to know. 
 
    I set two empty boxes aside along with Colt’s empty and started in on my third box.  “What part of a chicken do you suppose a nugget comes from?” I said. 
 
    “The tasty part,” he answered. 
 
    My inner dragon nodded agreement while tapping into my taste buds.  You got that right. 
 
    I heard a door open and stiletto heels clicking on the floor as someone came in from the back of the hall.  Being a god now, my desire to know who it was brought a mental picture of Imari long before she came into sight at the side of the dais.  Her smooth skin, especially her shaved head, shone under a translucent second skin of pale orange fire.  Most of her body was exposed but, because Colt was a frequent visitor, she wore a minimal copper bikini which would take a while to burn away—and in the meantime added lovely green streaks to her flame.  The fire-demon handled the Clan business that neither the Old Man nor I wanted to do, our chief administrator.  She stepped onto the dais and strolled over to Colt and me. 
 
    I held up the box I was eating out of.  “Nugget?” 
 
    “Thank you, no.  That’s probably got chicken butt in it.” 
 
     “Hah, chicken butt!”  Colt laughed at that.   
 
    “Do you want to hear the investment report first or deal with new applications from stray demons wanting to join our clan?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here.  Let’s do the investments first.  I’m expected my grandfather to come bursting in here at any second, all vinegar and piss, and it will do him some good to stand around and see how a real clan is run.” 
 
    “By me, most of the time,” Imari said. 
 
    “Just make me look brilliant,” I said. 
 
    “How about we settle for competent?” she said. 
 
    I frowned at her.  “You know I can replace you with a flamethrower, right?” 
 
    “Flamethrowers can’t do paperwork.” 
 
    “You got me there,” I admitted.  “Better put out the word to the boys not to get involved in this.  Kur will probably restrain himself with Colt present, but anyone else could get mangled if he dragon-shifts and starts throwing lightning around.” 
 
    She took out her phone and called her assistant.  Word would circulate pretty quickly. 
 
    She finished the first page of her report with a summary on the silver imports we were getting from Fairy.  “So, our finances are doing rather well in that area.  The fey silver is actually too pure compared to commercial-grade so we’re adding impurities to disguise its origin.  We’re also making sure there’s no magic or magical beings being brought over with the loads.  That one family of pixies that snuck through caused quite a mess.” 
 
    A golden disk of light appeared in the middle of the Great Hall; my grandfather portaling in. 
 
    “Keep going,” I told Imari. 
 
    “The cover story of buying that played-out silver mine in Arizona and uh, finding a fresh vein of silver seems to be holding up pretty well.  We made sure to magically seed some silver in the mine in case we ever get inspected by someone.  Your cactus demon friends out there don’t seem to mind taking a paycheck for pretending to be miners.” 
 
    “Paying people not to really work is the American way,” I said.  “Any labor union will tell you that.  It’s why so many goods in the stores are over-priced.” 
 
    Kur stepped out of the golden disk.  He wore full armor and was followed by his three female bodyguards and a dozen warriors who smelled of very strong magic.  They were all golds so the scent was similar to ozone and burnt copper. 
 
    I murmured a side comment to Colt.  “I’m thinking about buying you a new Mustang for your birthday.  We can go look at some later—unless grandpa Kur kills me.  If that happens, you’ll have to go home and beg your mother not to cry so awfully hard.  It will spoil her makeup.” 
 
    “You don’t have to bribe me to keep you alive, Dad.” 
 
    “I don’t?” 
 
    “But I’ll take the Mustang.” 
 
    I smiled.  That’s my son. 
 
    Kur stomped to the dais and climbed up without hesitation.  “You’re coming back with me.  I have an anti-magic dungeon cell ready for you.” 
 
    “Really?”  I stared at him with a practiced stare of confused innocence.  “Why ever would you say such a thing?” 
 
    “You have crimes to answer for.”  Kur’s voice rumbled and boomed in the hall.  “Becoming a half-assed god has gone to your head.”               
 
    “Umm, actually, I don’t have anything to answer for.  Any charges laid against me are false.  And before getting imprisoned, isn’t the accused supposed to get a trial?  Or have you tyrannically removed that little hindrance by just ignoring your own laws?  Only criminal I see is you.  Tell me; when did you and the Republic of the United States sign an extradition treaty?  And what local law-enforcement agency has empowered you to make an arrest here?” 
 
    One of the soldiers behind him butted in.  “You are talking to your king!” 
 
    “No,” I said.  “A fake king is talking to the god of his world.  There are a number of criminals who recently died in Capital City for that offense.  And here you are, begging to be lawfully executed for the same reason.” 
 
    Kur held up a hand to silence his man.  “Legally executed?” 
 
    I still wore the bronze medallion with the dragon and flaming tree imprint on it.  I held it up by the chain and let it swing.  “The men who died were city employees.  I filed the appropriate paperwork for a private war against them.  If I want to go back and kill them all, you have no right to stop me; that would be “tortious interference” on your part.  I am standing upon the most ancient of our laws.” 
 
    There was muttering behind Kur.  A loud voice said: “That can’t be right?” 
 
    “What?” I said.  “Don’t tell me the news service didn’t report all the details?” 
 
    “I didn’t watch the report to the end,” Kur said.  “The awful devastation, the bodies—you ate their hearts!” 
 
    “To the vengeful god go the spoils.  Most of that devastation was caused by the peacekeepers.  I’m still waiting to hear a single valid charge.”  I held out the box I’d been eating from.  “Chicken nugget?  I have dipping sauces.” 
 
     Kur waved off my offer.  “Thank you, no.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Well, if that’s all, I’ll let you leave with your lives.” 
 
    “Legal or not,” Kur said, “I have the feeling that only good can come from locking you up in an asylum—for your own good.”  
 
    “And I suppose you have a royal healer who will swear to my mental aberrations to make that legal?” 
 
    “I’m sure I can find someone,” Kur said. 
 
    I shook my head sadly at him.  “You didn’t think any of this through, did you?  Even a ten-year-old is smarter than you.”  I slanted Colt a look.  “Colt, you know your mother well.  She has invested thousands of years getting ready to fight the Flawless with me.  It’s almost time.  What will she do if she finds out I’ve been locked up by my throne-stealing grandfather?” 
 
    Colt made a presentation of shuddering in the grip of some horrific vision.  “Oh, man!” 
 
    Very theatrical.  Like father, like son. 
 
    “She has a contingency plan for that.  It’s kind of cool.” 
 
    I noticed Colt had Kur’s complete attention.  Everyone else’s, too. 
 
    “What plan?” Kur asked. 
 
    “Ever read a classic sci-fi novel called: The Moon is a Harsh Mistress by Robert Heinlein?” I asked. 
 
    “I have!” Colt said. 
 
    I smiled with pride.  “My kid reads on the college level.” 
 
    “What about this book?” Kur asked. 
 
    Colt grinned.  “Catapults!” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said.  “Moon colonists decide to free themselves from the tyrants of Earth who have a vastly superior military.  They do so with two things: catapults and the high ground.”  I added a bit of viciousness to my smile.  Standing beside me, watching us all, Imari flinched.  “Those who don’t learn from science fiction are destined to experience it firsthand.”  I stood, setting the happy meal box aside.  I caught Kur’s stare with mine.  “Do you know what a nuclear bomb is?” 
 
    “I’m familiar with the Earth’s weapon systems,” Kur said. “Make your point.” 
 
    I turned toward Colt.  “Son, what happens when a red crystal mountain is dropped from orbit onto a planetary city?” 
 
    Colt grew somber.  “It hits like a nuke.  The city is destroyed.  A world can be killed that way.” 
 
    “That’s insane!” Kur said.  “No one would do that.” 
 
    “Colt.  Is your dearly beloved mother sane?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head.  “Not even on her good days.” 
 
    “One last question,” I said.  “Your mother hops the Red Moon from dimension to dimension all the time.  Where is it now?” 
 
    “In the sky over the Dragon World.” 
 
    “Thanks.”  I gave my full attention to Kur once more.  “I will see your goon squad and raise you an insane goddess.  Do you want the Dragon World to die before you see if there really is a Flawless threat?  If so, I’m more than willing to go quietly.  After all, I’m a god; I’ll survive whatever Selene does.  I’ll be the only one.  When the Flawless comes, all it will find is a world full of shattered rubble with thick clouds of dust, a planet in the midst of a nuclear winter.” 
 
    I held out my wrists so I could be cuffed, tied, or just dragged away.  “Your move.” 
 
    He stood there, stricken, his imagination working overtime.  I actually watched him age, sweating bullets, going gray and grim.  Finally, he closed his eyes and shook himself like a dragon shedding rain from his scales.  Without a word, he turned and led his people back into his portal.   
 
    It closed behind them. 
 
    I dropped my hands. 
 
    “You have another report to read?” I asked Imari. 
 
    “It can wait,” she said.  “I need a drink.  And I think I may have pissed myself.” 
 
    “Me, too,” I said.  “The drink part.” 
 
    She walked off. 
 
    “I thought he’d fight,” Colt said. 
 
    “No,” I said.  “We had the battle won before he even got here.  Your great-grandpa won’t risk everything.  That’s his weakness.  Otherwise, he’d have gambled on becoming a god himself a long time ago. He’s stuck on his tier.  It’s why I will one day own the multiverse instead of him.  I threw out a Latin motto: Draco triumphantis!  I’ll be the last dragon on top of it all.” 
 
    My inner dragon said: Damn straight! 
 
    “I’m still getting a new Mustang, right?” Colt asked. 
 
    “Absolutely.  Of course, you won’t be able to drive it until you get your license.” 
 
    “Human laws don’t apply to gods and goddesses,” he said. 
 
    “True, but you’re only a demigod.  And your feet don’t reach the peddles while you look over the steering wheel.” 
 
    “I can drive it on the Red Moon, using magic,” he said.  “We’re the law there.” 
 
    “Just don’t hit any gargoyles.  That’ll play hell with the chassis and everything else.”  
 
    “Won’t do much good for the gargoyle, either,” Colt said. 
 
    “Ready to go?” I asked. 
 
    “Where?  Shopping for cars?” 
 
    No. Back to work, I’m afraid.  Those shrines won’t plant themselves.  They might not be very effective against the Flawless, but I want to do what I can for the world you’ll one day inherit.” 
 
    “You want to save the Dragon World but don’t care if it dies so you can beat great-grandpa.” 
 
    “I think both positions are consistent with my inconsistency, don’t you?”  I waved a hand and a disk of darkness formed.  Golden lightning played at its edges.  I gestured.  “After you.” 
 
    He walked ahead of me into the conduit.  I followed closely, closing the portal behind me.  For some reason I’ve never quite pinned down, longer jumps need longer portals.  Ahead, I heard Colt sigh.  “Sometimes, I think I’m the only sane person in our family.” 
 
    Coming up to him, I settled a hand on his shoulder.  “Someone needs to bear that awful burden.” 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    “It’s good to have the best 
 
    friends money can buy.” 
 
      
 
                                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    We were in Ithclaw City, twenty-five miles from the planetary capital.  This was a much greener city with many parks and forested hills separating the housing communities.  There were no sky-rails.  The ground level paths were bracketed by flowering bushes.  The organic layout was as much for the benefit of the beautiful plants as it was for the Green Clan Dragons that made up two-thirds of the population.   
 
    It was noon here on the Dragon World but the city seemed sleepy, relaxed.  With Colt at my side, I ambled into a city building, my black clothes and magical mask in place to disguise me.  After what had happened in Capital City, I was afraid the appearance of my god-form would provoke violence.  Since I had Colt along, I’d make a token effort at doing things peaceably.   
 
    I found the office I wanted and went in with Colt a step behind. A receptionist looked up, a silver dragon with a friendly smile that extended to the whole face.  I’d lived to see the day.   
 
    “Can I help you?” she asked.   
 
    I read the nameplate on her desk and used her name, knowing people respond well to such niceties.   “I’d like to see the City Manager, Wyndra.” 
 
    “Do you have an appointment?” 
 
    “No, but it is important.” 
 
    “May I ask what this is concerning?” 
 
    “Your city will soon be in danger of massive destruction.  I want to prevent some of that.” 
 
    A small crease appeared between her eyes.  “Can you elaborate a little more about this threat?” 
 
    “An alien is coming,” Colt said.  “My dad is in disguise but he’s a Gold Dragon of the Imperial family.” 
 
    Wyndra gave no reaction to that other than a slight strain to her smile as she stood.  “Excuse me.  I’ll just check with my boss and see if he can work you into his schedule.” 
 
     “One second,” I said.  “Just so you’ll know we’re telling you the truth; I’ll just take off this mask with its green magic.” 
 
    My power signature and god-form were already making a disguise on this world fairly pointless.  And with Colt along… 
 
    I whispered my true name and pulled the mask from my face.  “You might recognize me now as Caine Deathwalker, the true king of this world.” 
 
    Her eyes widened.  Wyndra reached out her hand.  “Can I see that mask?” 
 
    I handed it to her.   
 
    She turned it over as the mask became merely a ceramic party mask with frozen features.   “That is remarkable workmanship!” 
 
    “I only hire the best,” I said. 
 
    Wyndra handed me back the mask.  “One moment.”  She went into a door behind her desk, leaving the door cracked.  I heard faint voices but didn’t try to listen in.  A moment later, she returned.  “He will see you now.” 
 
    So far, so good.  I might actually go for an hour without killing anyone.  
 
    I dropped the mask into a floating blotch of darkness and then reabsorbed the shadow.  Shadow magic is handy for hauling around a portable closet, working similarly to Colt’s hoodie pocket, and Santa’s sleigh bags of toys.  As a child, I’d once tried to highjack him.  That Christmas Eve, he’d seen me coming across the roof of the children’s hospital, Bowie knife in hand, and had high-tailed it.  Damn reindeer had been too fast.   
 
    I’m pretty sure I’m still on his naughty list. 
 
    Wyndra came back.  She stood just outside his door, holding it open.  “Kerang can spare you a few minutes.  Come right this way.” 
 
    No misters or sirs on this world, just names.  Terms of respect were Earth inventions.  Mister was derived from the word “master”.  Sir came from the word “sire”.  Such terms were how the so-called “lowly” address their social betters.  And how the conquered address their lords.   
 
    Try getting stiff-necked, arrogant dragons to acknowledge anyone as superior.  You’d have to beat them nearly to death first.  According to the Imperial history books, it had taken Kur thousands of years before he’d been called anything other than: “That fake golden king.”  And he’d had the armies and victories to prove it. 
 
    Colt went in ahead of me.  I followed.  Wyndra closed the door behind me.  I hoped she wasn’t off calling security while we were being distracted. 
 
    It should have been an office but there were enough hanging baskets of ferns, spidery looking plants, and small trees in urns to make think I’d wandered into a greenhouse.  Even the windows had light green tinting.   
 
     Kerang’s desk was back near the windows.  It was a massive thing made from native wood, something orangy-red with black spots in the grain.  There was a battery-powered lamp on the desk.  It made sense the Gold Dragon Clan had introduced battery technology to this world.  Being able to discharge electricity, they had the market cornered on recharging services. 
 
      Kerang himself was a green dragon with the slightly greenish cast to their human forms.  He stood six-feet, had a slim build, and balanced on both feet the way a racquetball player might.  Like his hair, his eyes were hunter green.  He seemed curious as he smiled a welcome to us.  He gestured to an unpadded bench in front of his desk that visitors use.  “Have a seat.” 
 
    I bent down and wiggled it.  There was a lot of play.  I determined that the rickety old thing might collapse with vigorish use.  It definitely wasn’t here for Kerang to fuck his personal assistant on.  Of course, he had a desk for that.  Colt sat down without a care.  I did notice a little copper-red shimmer of magic as he reinforced the bench.  The kid wasn’t as clueless as he likes to seem. 
 
    I remained standing. 
 
    “It’s not good seating, but then, I usually don’t want guests to linger.  It slows down my work,” Kerang said. 
 
    I arched an eyebrow.  “Not a bad strategy, actually.  When I’m home on Earth, on the throne of my demon clan, everyone else usually has to stand.” 
 
    Kerang sat in his comfy chair once more.  “I hear you come with a warning of dire calamity.” 
 
    “The direst of dire calamities as foreseen by my wife, Selene, Goddess of the Red Moon.” 
 
    “My mom,” Colt said. 
 
    “I’ve heard of her.  Isn’t she supposed to be insane?” Kerang asked. 
 
    “Her predictions are always right,” Colt said.  “And I checked with my future selves along the timeline, just like she does.” 
 
    I looked at him.  “So, you know the exact day the Flawless will arrive and try to kill the planet.” 
 
    He shrugged like it was no big deal.  “Sure.  It’s why I’m helping you; so we’ll be ready in time.  We don’t have to do every city; just enough for a windbreak.” 
 
    That had been my plan; the shielded cities taking the brunt of the attack would buffer the ones farther away.   
 
    “What is it exactly that you expect from me?” Kerang asked. 
 
    “Let me do some landscaping around the edges of the city,” I said. 
 
    “What kind of landscaping?” Kerang asked. 
 
    “Have you seen the new shrines that went in around the capital?  More of those black crystal towers.  Five should be enough,” I said.  “I’ll drop them at the city limits, in a ring around your city.  I don’t need choice properties.  I figure you’ll want to go in and design the grounds around them.  I have no problem with that.  Inside, there will be a massively powerful protection circle to ensure that if your city is ever attacked, you’ll have an automatic defense.” 
 
    “Security is nice.  I have seen the towers in the news that you speak of.  They look dreadfully dark—like structures from another world.  No integration at all.” 
 
    “They are structures from another world,” I said.  “But Capital City wouldn’t work with me.  Your city has the chance to work with me, integrating my look with yours.  Your city seems to have the artistic flair for this kind of thing.  And it will save lives.  You’ll be a hero.” 
 
    “And if this invasion doesn’t come?” he asked. 
 
    “Don’t tell anyone about it.  Set this up as an artistic challenge.  Give prizes for the best grounds design.  Create something that will draw in tourist from across the planet.  That will bring in a steady revenue stream.” 
 
    “Overall, it’s not a bad idea but the city coffers might not be up to such challenges.” 
 
    “I’ll throw in an incentive,” I said.  “How about if I throw in—to the five design-winners—an all-expenses-paid opportunity to visit the World of Fairy and to harvest rare exotic blooms for their project that are nowhere else on your world?  You’ll have thousands across the planet applying to get into your contest.  You can ask for a stiff admission fee and make a bundle for your city coffers.” 
 
    “You can afford a new bench for your office,” Colt said. 
 
    “Just have someone show me city properties on the edge of nowhere, or properties that the city might have repossessed.  Maybe there’s an old eyesore or two you want rid of; I can make it happen.”   
 
    He still looked undecided.  
 
    I went to close the deal. He’d had the carrots, now it was time for the stick.  “Look, if the attack comes and your voters know you didn’t take every measure to protect them, you won’t get reelected.  You could even face criminal charges.”  I held up the bronze medallion I wore around my neck.  “I’ll do what I need to, even if I have to file for a private war against your city, too.” 
 
    Colt whispered rather loudly to Kerang.  “He’s Cain Deathwalker.  He’ll do it.” 
 
    “I could just down-size the city government and eliminate the registry office,” Kerang said.  “You’ll never get the permit.” 
 
    I laughed at him.  “Oh, you flowerbed-wetting fool!  You think mere formalities can stop me?” 
 
    “Perhaps we should go on to the next city and let the Flawless kill this one,” Colt said.  “How many private wars do we need?” 
 
    “Good point,” I said.  “If everyone here dies, it will teach them a good lesson.” 
 
    “Too bad for all the pretty plants; they’ll be burnt to a crisp,” Colt said.  Along with the people.” 
 
    I sighed dramatically.  “Fine.  We’ll go.  They can all wish they’d listened as they die.” 
 
    “Wait!” Kerang said.  “I’m dithering here in hopes of a bribe.  I’m a politician.  That’s what we do.” 
 
    I stared at him.  “Oh, right, sorry, my fault.”  I waved and a black mist unfurled over his desk.  It went away as fast as it came, leaving two diamonds—stones being more attractive to the inner dragon that the same amount of hard cash.  He scooped up the stones and stared greedily.  “Half upfront and the same after your shrines are in place.” 
 
    I smiled.  “You are a greedy bastard.  Just don’t let me down.” 
 
    I turned toward Colt and jerked my head toward the door.  “C’mon, we need to go.” 
 
    “Where?” he asked. 
 
    I played with the bronze chain medallion I wore.  “We need to collect Capital City’s formal surrender.  Then we’ll come back and get Kerang.  By then, he ought to have addresses for us to look at.” 
 
    “Pleasure doing business with you,” Kerang stood and showed us to the door.  “Next time, let’s cut through the fertilizer.  Just wave some money around.  I take all forms of gemstones and precious metals.” 
 
    “I’ll remember that,” I said.  On the Dragon World, politicians didn’t try to hide the fact they were thieves.   
 
    We went out into the receptionist’s area.  She was at her desk, hard at work, but took a moment to look up and see us off with a warm smile.   
 
    Colt waved and smiled back.   
 
    We returned to the first-floor exit. I stopped Colt there, where we had a good view of passing strangers outside.  “Reinforce the glass door,” I told him.   
 
    Colt reached out and touched it.  A shimmer of copper-red light passed through the glass, magically reinforcing the molecular bonding.  “Done,” 
 
    “There’s someone out there watering a tree.  Just one tree.  And he doesn’t have a worker’s jumper that fits him.  In the shop across the road, there are people at the windows trying very hard not to be seen looking out of the windows they chose to sit by.” 
 
    “Assassins?” Colt asked. 
 
    “Not the Better Business Bureau.  Kerang probably had his secretary call the capital and ask for a bribe to set me up.  He’s an enterprising guy.” 
 
    “We could go up the roof and fly off as dragons.” 
 
    “And send a message that I run from my enemies?  Hell, no.” 
 
    “We can’t get too distracted, Dad.  There’s not that much time.” 
 
    “Exactly how much time is there?” I asked. 
 
    “I promised Mom I’d let you be surprised.” 
 
    “Fine.  Both of you be that way.” 
 
    I heard steps approaching.  Someone cleared their voice.  “Excuse me, I’d like to go outside.” 
 
    Turning, I pulled Colt with me, moving us aside.  I saw an old guy, a dragon who’d lived so long, he’d lost all sense of vanity and was showing his age: a halo of thin white hair on top of his head, bushy white eyebrows, and a lot of laugh lines.  Definitely someone’s great-grandfather, maybe even a great-great-great-grandfather.   
 
    A mist of darkness came and went in my palm, leaving a stone behind.  I showed it to Colt.  “Ooo!   Look what I found: a mystic black opal.  Who do you suppose this belongs to?” 
 
    Colt exaggerated a wide-eyed stare.  “I don’t know, but if we can’t return it, we’ll have to keep it.” 
 
    The old geezer plucked it from my hand like a Shaolin monk trying to get out of the temple.  “I believe that’s mine.  Thanks for finding it.” 
 
    “No problem,” I said. 
 
    Old Geezer pushed past us, hurrying out the door, probably congratulating himself on scamming us.  Out on the sidewalk, the black opal covered him in a mist of black shadow.  Hardly noticing, Old Geezer turned right.  He got three steps before being shot to death in a crossfire.  One bullet whanged off the glass door, failing to even star-mark the glass.   
 
    Old Geezer stumbled a step and crumpled.  The black opal bounced and rolled away, taking the cloak of shadow with it.  I sent a hand of shadow to recover the bauble, returning it to my treasure vault on Earth.  The magic I’d given Old Geezer could have saved him—if he’d told it to act.  Magic’s only good if you use it. 
 
    The pops of gunfire weren’t common to the Dragon World.  Here, things were settled with swords, magic, or combat in dragon form.  None of that had worked against me during my last rampage.  Someone was getting creative with the element of surprise and weapons imported from Earth. 
 
    “They killed him,” Colt said.   
 
    “Yes,” I said.  “Let this be a lesson to you; if it looks too good to be true, it is.  No one goes around waving a lost gemstone when they find it.  Right off, it goes into a pocket until it can be put someplace safer.  Dragons are greedy.  All dragons.” 
 
    “Isn’t that balanced by loyalty to family, clan, and friends?” Colt asked. 
 
    “Sure, but greed is also the motivating force of loyalty and friendship.  We are loyal to possess loyalty. He who dies with the most toys wins, right?” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    “Well, loyal friends are also possessions.” 
 
    “If Kerang set this up, he doesn’t have much loyalty.” 
 
    “I know.  That’s why I’ll have to kill him after his value is gone.” 
 
    “You said you’d give him two more diamonds.” 
 
    “I will.  I never said I’d let him keep them.”  I guided Colt across the lobby, down a back hall.  “Now, let’s nab those gosh-awful killers out there, shall we?” 
 
    “And avenge the old man?” 
 
    I nodded.  “I really hope he was someone important.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Savagery hides skin-deep but 
 
    goes all the way to the bone.” 
 
      
 
                                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Ducking out the back of the building, I was in my god-form, all shadow and gleaming gold blades for wings.  Colt hid inside a red-copper sheathing of energy, his light a contrast to my shadow.  In the alley, I pointed up.  “Get some height and look for snipers while I walk around to the front of the building and draw their attention.  We’ll make their ambush our ambush.” 
 
    “On it, Dad.”  He shot into the air leaving a backwash of red-copper light that thinned out as he rose higher. 
 
    Shadow God and Laser Lad; we make quite a team. 
 
    Feet skimming inches above the pavement, I flew to the corner and rounded it.  By now, the assassins would be puzzled over a dead body that wasn’t me.  Several of them would be trying to figure where I’d gone.  Others would be filling out an accidental killing report so the next of kin could be paid off by Capital City. 
 
    I grinned.  
 
    I really hope Old Geezer’s family refuses the settlement and sues the hell out of the Capital City and Kerang. 
 
    I rounded the next corner which was flattened to eliminate a point like most dragon structures.  People were all around Old Geezer’s body.  Several held machine pistols in hand.  The weapons had laser sights attached.  The shadow I wore had great sensitivity; if a laser spotter were to hit me, I’d know.  So far, nothing. 
 
    I heard flapping and looked up.  Someone in their dragon form had come to haul away the fresh corpse.  Landing, the green dragon pumped up a windstorm, wearing an amber vest with a dragon’s skull design on it: someone set from the coroner’s department.   
 
    He got here suspiciously fast.  I guess they’re going to skip over the part where the city peacekeepers do an investigation and gather evidence.  The body will probably fall off the dragon and get lost on the way to the morgue.   
 
    Well, not my problem. 
 
    I hovered at the back of the crowd as the body was bagged, carried to the dragon, and then flown away.  The peacekeeper right in front of me smelled of ashes and wood smoke: a red dragon.  The Beretta 93R 9mm machine pistol in his hand totally gave him away.   
 
    These guys got robbed if they were told they were getting military-grade here.  You might get the first shot to hit “on target” but likely not the rest if you were further than ten feet away.  And this weapon was pimped-out with nickel plating, probably having been used in some movie. 
 
    I tapped the guy on the shoulder.  “Hey, buddy, what the hell happened here?” 
 
    “It’s that Caine Deathwalker asshole running amok again.  He just cut this senior citizen down in broad daylight.” 
 
    “And got clean away from all you Capital City assassins, huh?  You guys must really stink.” 
 
    He and the other peacekeepers turned in unison to look at me.  Their weapons jerked up at dragon-speed and pumped three-round bursts into me.  One of the guys spoke into a Bluetooth headset: Target is ground zero.  Repeat, ground zero.  We need back-up!” 
 
    The regular pedestrians ran off, getting clear.  Apparently, announcing my name in public was enough to inspire panic. 
 
    Cool! 
 
    They were faster-than-human with dragon-speed but I hit them with god-speed, pulling a sword of shadow out of nowhere.  One swipe and they went down in bloody halves. 
 
    Then I felt the kiss of green laser light across my back and the back of my head.  I turned and looked up at the roof of a building across the street.  One of the laser sights played over my face.  I was about to launch myself that direction when I caught a wash of red-copper light descending on the building.  The sniper looked up into the glare, then shifted his rifle to fire at the threat that was my son.  Massive jags of copper-red lightning exploded the sniper into extra-crispy chunks. 
 
    That took out one sniper.   
 
    The others were focused on me, sending slugs own to ripple my shadow form.  The bullets exited me harmlessly and flattened on the sidewalk as they pinged away.   
 
    A rapid-fire bombardment of red-copper lightning played across three buildings, blowing gunmen out of windows, starting numerous fires. 
 
    Well, you can’t kill assassins without collateral damage. 
 
    Having no one left to kill, I shot into the air and angled toward Capital City.  Colt caught up to me, now wearing his dragon form with red flames on his gold sides.  Small for a dragon, his speed remained unhindered.  I copied him, letting my own dragon out.  I sank into his mind along with my shadow magic and looked out through his eyes.  His golden scales caught the sun.   
 
    Inside him, I still had the bronze medallion.  I held it and let a thumb absently rub the surface.   
 
    My dragon hung back just a bit to let Colt get out front—easier to keep an eye on him.  I felt my dragon’s pride in our son, our finest possession.  My dragon wagged his tail and I felt the pull of phantom muscle not attached to my human form, the same sensation I got from my dragon working his wings.   I had a hold of his sound and visual perceptions as well as his sense of physiology. 
 
    My dragon gazed down across the sprawling landscape: tree-capped hills, rivers, mountains smudged blue by distance, holding up the green-blue sky.  Lyrical beauty.  Worthy of a song.  Time passed easily as I cleared my mind, letting it rest.  A change in altitude, the view of the ground rushing up, let me know we’d reached the Capital’s downtown area.  I paid attention as my dragon speared out of the sky toward the main administration buildings, pulling up to circle one.  My dragon and Colt strafed the windows—with pee.  Yellow streams arched out and splattered contempt on our enemies. 
 
    C’mon, guys, get serious! 
 
    My dragon’s thoughts brushed mine: You’re just mad you didn’t think of it first. 
 
    When they ran out of piss, they switched to lightning.  Jags of red-copper and gold exploded windows as they streaked past. 
 
    Keep an eye above, I warned.  They’ll try diving onto you off the roof to catch you by surprise.  Easier to build up speed by falling. 
 
    Yeah, yeah!  No back of the mind driving.  I know what I’m doing. 
 
    I sighed to myself.  Try to help an idiot. 
 
    My visual perspective jerked as my dragon spun away from the building, dodging shafting breaths of solar-wind from silver dragons above us. 
 
    I sighed to myself.  Try to help an idiot. 
 
    Hey!  You better hope I don’t resemble that remark.  What happens to me happens to you. 
 
    Scary thought. 
 
    You better believe it. 
 
    The world stopped spinning as my dragon recovered and angled up to see what we were facing.  Seven silver dragons.   
 
    Oddly, they weren’t aiming at me. 
 
    Where’s Colt? I asked my dragon. 
 
    His head swung around on its long neck.  We spotted Colt.  He’d used his demigod power to simply hang is space, wings folded.  He had a look of rage on his face.  His tail swung up and his maw opened wide as he roared.  A red-copper laser beam shot off the tip of his tail and two more out of his dragon eyes.  I had a vague recollection of having seen something similar in an old cartoon once. 
 
    Three shafts of solar-plasma caged him, battering him with a downdraft.  He spun backward, laser beams going wild.  One of the solar attacks clipped his wing, burning a hole through it.  Colt’s dragon screamed in pain. 
 
    My dragon screamed in rage.  A web of golden fire splayed outward and the jags formed a protective canopy over Colt.  At the same time, we fell after Colt, letting gravity close the gap as he struggled to fly with one and a half wings. 
 
    The attacks broke off as the silver dragons ran out of breath. 
 
    My dragon caught up to Colt, letting him cling to us as we flapped up a storm to land safely.  On my dragon’s back, Colt gave up mass, returning to human form.   His tail withered to nothing.  wings sloughed off, which should have eliminated the pain of his burn.   He was back in black jeans and a black hoodie with a white skull on it.   
 
    His drop to the sidewalk was awkward.  The following slump to his knees hinted at shock that was likely more psychological than from the hit he’d taken.  This was probably the most amount of pain he’d ever experienced, growing up in the isolation of the Red Moon with iron gargoyles to look after him.    
 
    Acrid smoke blew over us from deep gouges and slices in the street where the silver breath attacks had spent their main force.  Very little pavement was left that wasn’t a bubbling mess. 
 
    Growling, my dragon looked up at the silver dragons wheeling above us, getting ready for Round Two. 
 
    You’re fucking up!  I told my dragon.  Give me the body. 
 
    Fuck you, too, and the dragon you rode in on.  I can handle this! 
 
    You’re fighting like you’re still a dragon.   Time to go Super Saiyan!   
 
    WTF? 
 
    Dammit, haven’t you ever watched any Dragon Ball Z?  You’re a dragon for fuck’s sake! 
 
    The sky blazed bloody crimson, a descending light that washed over the entire building and the silver dragons in the air.  The ground shuddered.  The sky roared: a series of blasts hitting like a thousand thunderclaps.   
 
    Abandoning the use of my dragon’s physical senses, I used my god-senses, extending my awareness up into the savage firestorm, pretty sure of what I’d find.  There, in the air, Selene in red dragon form dwarfed the crumbling building, her coils grinding the silver dragons to dust that had dared hurt her child.  Here was the god-beast that had battled the Wild Hunt of Fairy, killing its previous incarnation. 
 
    I reconnected to my dragon-soul and shared my perception with him. 
 
    His thoughts brushed mine: Oh, shit!  Think she’ll blame us for this? 
 
    I smiled at him.  What do you mean ‘us’?  You’re the one running the show right now. 
 
    Not anymore. 
 
    And suddenly, he was gone.  In human form, I dropped the ground, covered in shadow, golden blade-like wings poking out of my back.  Sensing the rubble of the shattered building coming down like hail, I grabbed Colt and whipped up a shadow portal—a dark lens ringed with gold jags.  I pulled Colt into the portal and closed it behind us. 
 
    A moment later, we were high over the city, hovering in place, looking down where debris piled, overflowing into the surrounding streets.   
 
    The nearby buildings had shattered windows and scorch marks on their stone.  People were leaping out windows, going into their dragon form to fly away.  Others were launching from the roofs.  Those flying furthest, fastest, were the Silver Clan Dragons. 
 
    Selene’s red dragon screamed in unabated rage to let them know no distance was safe.  The force of her anger was slowly pushing the other government buildings off-center, making them lean more and more off their foundations.  They were going to snap soon under stress.   
 
    Colt gathered himself with a shake, pushing his hood off his head, coughing from the fumes he’d breathed.  “D-dad?  Is that Mom?” 
 
    “Yeah, her god-form.  She went straight from dragon to god so this is what feels natural to her when she releases her limiters, so to speak.” 
 
    “And you went from human to god so your human form is better at playing god?” 
 
    “Yeah, guess so.  My dragon has a few psychological barriers to work through it seems.” 
 
    “I heard you yelling at him,” Colt said.  “Should we go down there?” 
 
    “Why?  The city simply needs to surrender.  They know this.  They’re just hoping your great-grandfather will bail them out.” 
 
    One of the leaning towers down there snapped in half and slumped into an adjoining building.  Sirens—unheard since the last major dragon war—shrilly sliced the air.  It looked like the evacuation of the entire downtown area had started.  The Imperial Guard would be showing up next to see what the hell was going on—and they’d be heavily armed. 
 
    “Will Great-grandpa fight Mom?” 
 
    “He’s not that stupid.  Me, I’ve been a god less than a year.  I’m still learning what I can do.  Your Mom has had a thousand years to settle into her power and trust me, insanity can be a glorious source of inspiration.  She’d kick his ass from here to Shanghai, kill him, and start all over again.” 
 
    As if saying amen, Selene roared once more and the rest of the leaning towers buckled and crumbled.  The air was thick with people escaping in their dragon forms.  None of them seemed interested in staying to mess with a mega-dragon thrashing in the sky. 
 
    I dropped the clinging shadows from my head and chest, letting the bronze chain and medallion show.   “Colt, I’m going down to try and settle her a little.  Please don’t let her kill me.  You’re the only one safe now.”  
 
    “Let me go then.” 
 
    “Fine.  You talked me into it.  One thing first, kid; I knew you might get hurt hanging out with me today.  I also figured you could handle it.  You did good.” 
 
    He grinned.  “Thanks, Dad.” 
 
    He flamed up, going back in his “Laser Lad” mode, copper-red flames whipping in the winds, his hair transmuted to fire as well.  He summoned his demon sword and let the fire coat it, too.  The sword didn’t care about that or anything else except devouring souls.  Its hunger was a dark oppression in the air.   
 
    If Selene had taught Colt anything, it was stagecraft. 
 
    Look the part.  Be the part. 
 
    The towers that had leaned were all rubble.  The next ring of buildings began to shimmy, the windows webbing with cracks. 
 
    We floated toward Selene, swinging around to come from a direction in her view.  Rage might have impaired her god-senses and if we startled her, it could be tragic.  I didn’t want Colt and me getting swatted from the air before she recognized us. 
 
    As we came closer, she went silent.  Most of her body stilled but her tail whipped in seething fury.  Her eyes cast out beams of infernal light that hit with tangible force.  Her natural breathing heated the air, putting a shimmer in it.  Her eyes narrowed on me, a glower that could mean anything, none of it good.   
 
    Her thoughts brushed mine: Well played, asshole husband of mine.  We’ll talk about this later. 
 
    Colt flew in to save me as I’d planned, leaving me behind with a burst of speed.  His arms were out.  He was wide open to a mauling attack or face full of flame.  A single word escaped his lips.  “Mommy!” 
 
    Then, in an explosion of crimson light, they were both gone. 
 
     I didn’t delude myself that there would be no price to pay later; her son had been hurt while in my custody.  That he was now fine wasn’t going to count for much.  That I was a god only meant she didn’t have to restrain herself when unburdening herself of disappointment; I wouldn’t die easily, though I might well beg for it. 
 
    Damn, if only the Flawless would come now; that’s one way out. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    “It takes a king to reign in ruins.” 
 
     
 
                                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I descended to the ground, landing atop the largest pile of rubble.  I sat there on my temporary throne to wait, the bronze medallion in evidence, glittering with malice on my chest.   
 
    Kur showed up with the leaders of the Silver Dragon Clan and a dozen of his Imperial Guardsmen, including the three ladies of his personal guard.  They stopped at the foot of my little pile.   
 
    I ignored Kur and set my eyes on the silver dragons.  “Have you come to surrender or die?” 
 
    Kur roared: “Caine!” 
 
    I looked at him.  “What’s your problem?” 
 
    He spread his hand expansively while looking around.  “What do you think my problem is?” 
 
    I looked around like I hadn’t realized the core of the downtown area had fallen.  “Yeah, those silver dragons really made a mess here.” 
 
    The Silver Clan leader choked on his words, sputtering.  Kur shut him up with a glower.  “You know you played your part.  You should have appeased him.  He wasn’t asking for much more than for you to keep your hands off his properties.” 
 
    “He was asking for an exemption from our authority,” another silver dragon said.  “We can’t set so dangerous a precedent.” 
 
    I laughed and it was my turn to spread my hands.  “You prefer setting this as a precedent instead?  I know I can keep going if you like.  Shall we do this?” 
 
    “Enough of the city has been lost,” Kur said.  “This stops now.” 
 
    I wiped off my smile and shifted to a hard, cold stare of impending violence.  “So, order your minions to surrender and I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    “There will be no surrender, but you will go away.” 
 
    I just looked at him.  “How can you logically blame me for any of this?  I was just coming here to accept their surrender.  They opened fire from ambush.  Colt was here.  Your great-grandson, the heir to the Dragon World throne.”  I pointed at the nearby corpse of a silver dragon.  “They burned him out of the sky taking out a wing.  A young child.  Even during private wars, children are exempt—by your own decree, Kur.  What else would you expect Selene to do?  Say: Thank you for almost murdering my child?  You’re lucky we calmed her down and she was willing to go without unleashing planet-wide horror.  You should see what she did to the Villager Dimension.”  I gave him my best mock-shudder.  “Tartarus will never recover.” 
 
    My words seemed to rock Kur back on his heels.  “Colt? Was here?  Wounded?” 
 
    “Yeah, three big mean silver dragons took on a ten-year-old together.  Awfully brave of them.”  The silver dragons had enough embarrassed-decency to look away from my glare.   
 
    My inner dragon opened golden eyes in the shadows of my mind, deciding to join the party.  
 
    I carried on with my ranting.  “You know, I should just go to Earth and let this whole world die.  Either Selene will come back, or the Flawless will get here first.  Either way, you’re toast.   Tell me, Kur.  Have any of you inspected the shrines I’ve set up?” 
 
    His silence was answer enough.  No. 
 
    I sighed.  “And you call yourself an Emperor.  Go look at the spell circles in each shrine.  You’ll see that vast amounts of defensive magic are held at each site.  I’m putting up god-level barriers to keep people alive once the Flawless hit this world.  You think I’m lying?  I can’t lie—I’m the fucking High King of elf-fucking Fairy.   For the love of fuck!  Do you think I’m just going to waste all these resources on a whim?”  I stood up, shivering from rage—real this time.  “All of you stupid bastards need to stay the hell out of my way and let me save this world.” 
 
    I noticed Ms. Greene with her camera, back behind everyone, taking pictures of me holding court.  She went on to dictate notes to herself in a handheld recorder.  Apparently, I was going to make the evening news again. 
 
    I waved at her and flashed a smile for my fans.   
 
    She waved back. 
 
    I dumped the smile.  “No more fucking around,” I said.  “Either the city surrenders this second, or I extend my private war to the Imperial Court as well.  Your move, Kur.” 
 
    Kur turned to the silver dragons with him.  “Kneel and surrender to him.” 
 
    The Silver Clan leader stared wide-eyed.  “But, my lord…! 
 
    Kur growled.  “You hurt my great-grandson.  You will atone!”  He shouted the last word and walked off with his guards, leaving the silver dragon’s pride on the sacrificial altar.   
 
    I sat back on the rubble and waited. 
 
    My inner dragon said: Caine, I think you set me up. 
 
    What’s your point?  I set everybody up for one thing or another.  It’s called being an evil mastermind. 
 
    You set me up to take most of the heat from Selene for Colt getting hurt.  You brought me out on the way to trouble.  You put Colt in danger. 
 
    He’s a demigod.  He was never in that much actual danger.  He didn’t even need me to tell him to heal through a shape-shift.  He’s my son; got a good head.  I’m just trying to get the rest of his instincts going.  There’s a point where every father takes the training wheels off their kid’s bike. 
 
    You son of a bitch! 
 
    And you aren’t? 
 
    Ms. Greene came closer, edging around us all.  She stopped at the foot of my pile.  “Can I get a quote?” she asked. 
 
    I pointed at the silver dragons.  “Why not ask them why they’d provoke a war with me for exercising my God-given right to freedom of religion.” 
 
    The lady reporter looked at me.  “When you say God-given—” 
 
    “I mean as a god, I gave myself the right to have shrines that are not under government control.  I exercised my right to proselytize and to power up a lesser dragon clan with much stronger magic.  The silver dragons want to keep the other dragons weak and vulnerable.” 
 
    “That’s not true!” a silver dragon said.  “This is about the rule of law.” 
 
    “No,” I said.  “Gods are above the rule of law.  We are our own law.  Let fear clutch your mewling hearts as truth burns its way into your pathetic skulls.”  I waited for applause.  None came. 
 
    The silver speaking glared at me.  “You?  A god?” 
 
    I smiled my answer: expression #54 Sweet Delight with a Vicious Edge.     
 
    Remembering the living darkness my father had put in me as a baby, which had recently tried to eat Gloria, I called it forth.  A pool of shadow grew under the mouthy silver dragon.  Thick tentacles rose out of the pool and wrapped around the official.  He screamed until his ribs were crushed and he was pulled out of sight.  The other silvers scrambled out of range while the reporter kept taking pictures. 
 
    The shadow portal closed. 
 
    I gave them a shocked expression.  “Oh, look, everybody, a hungry demon creature.  Too bad nobody here prayed to me.   I could probably have saved that poor silver son-of-a-bitch.” 
 
    Their leader fell to his knees.  “You win.  We surrender.” 
 
    I pressed the point.  “So, from now on, my shrines will be exempt from city control, ordinances, fees, zoning, and restrictions of all kind?” 
 
    Their leader jerked his head in rapid agreement.  “Yes.” 
 
    Ms. Greene recorded their surrender for posterity. 
 
    I stood and removed the bronze medallion, casting it down the pile of rubble.  “Fine.  You’ll have to keep excusing me now.  I have work to do.”  I let the shadow on my body creep up my chest and hide my face.  I rose in the air on my golden wings and tore off into the distance.  Yeah, a portal would have been faster, but this indulged my need for the sensation of speed. 
 
    I quickly reached the city that lay in the Green Clan territory, falling gently from the sky to land at the spot where Old Geezer had died for my sins.  I walked into the building and went up to the City Manager’s Office.  I walked in and saw the receptionist was out.  I went to Kerang’s office and knocked.  Reduced to kindling by a blast, the door vanished with a lot of the wall.  Fire and smoke poured out over me.     
 
    Damn rude reception. 
 
    I went inside and found everything destroyed except for the wobbly bench Colt had magically reinforced on our last visit.  The ceiling sagged in places.  Elsewhere it was gone.  Part of the floor was gone as well.  Some kind of Red Dragon incineration magic had gone off.   
 
    I shrugged.  
 
    I don’t get it; why don’t people just give me the little I ask for.  This pointless resistance is costing so much.  Okay, I’m done playing nice. 
 
    I covered my shadow form with golden spell tatts, shaping a dozen spells for rapid-fire use.  I warmed them so they glowed intensely.  I waved ahead at the heavily damaged exterior wall and my own dragon fire cleared the last of it away, exposing open air.  I floated outside, rising into the air.   
 
    The local businesses looked closed.  I wondered if the destruction of the Capital City’s downtown had inspired a fear reaction here. 
 
    If people are going to keep painting me as a mad dog, I might as well start ripping out throats. 
 
    My inner dragon said:  Woof! 
 
    To the uninformed mind, it might have looked like I’d been slacking off, but intricate plans require a gentle layering for far-reaching effects.  However, it was time to roll up my sleeves and do the grunt work.  I flew to the edge of the city and found a waste disposal plant.  Because of the smell in the air, there wasn’t much close to it.  I went to the upwind edge of the property where there was a fence any dragon could have torn down if there was a reason.  
 
    I opened a shadow portal in the ground and summoned one of my shrines.  The red crystal spire rose into view, then the rooms wrapping its base.  Closing off the portal moved me to the next phase: super-charging the site and its spell circle with divine shadow magic.  Black lightning leaped from my hands.  The cuprite crystal shifted from bloody crimson to glossy black as shadow infiltrated.  With all the power in the spell circle, I knew I didn’t have to worry about it shifting on its foundation unless somehow, the Flawless destroyed the whole thing.  To lessen that possibility, I was linking the spell circle with those in other shrines, a layered defense.  No single city shrine would fall unless all of them went down together. 
 
    I flew on an appropriate distance and found a small park, one of thousands in the city. 
 
    My dragon said: They’re not going to miss just one, and fuck-all if they do. 
 
    I grinned.  That’s the spirit. 
 
    Darkness pooled and swallowed everything to clear the way.  The swings and climbing bars I sent to the Red moon for Colt, a bribe for forgiveness.  He’d eventually realize I’d staked him out like a goat for the tigers.  I hoped, when that day came, he’d give me credit for respecting his strength by letting him shoulder a little risk. 
 
    It’s called being a bastard, my dragon informed me. 
 
    I call it good parenting.  Raised by demons, remember? 
 
    You can’t blame everything on that. 
 
    Watch me. 
 
    I pulled another of Selene’s shrines out of the pool then sent the pool away.  The red crystal tower stabbed high in the sky with little around to challenge its proud glory.  I poured dark energy into the shrine.  Feeling a little weakened by the expenditure, I settled to the ground.  Outside Fairy and Tartarus, I didn’t have an easy way to restore such massive expenditures of magic.  I figured I could do the rest of this city’s shrines before I needed a break to recover. 
 
    Standing there, I suddenly heard young voices.  I turned and saw a group of children approaching, a red dragon and two green.  They were goggle-eyed over the changes.  A green dragon said: “Hey, the swings are gone.” 
 
    “Everything’s gone,” the second green dragon said. 
 
    “Someone put a building here!” the red dragon added. 
 
    “That would be me.”  I dropped the shadow off my face.  “The God of Shadows with a heart of gold.” 
 
    They shifted their stares to me, coming closer. 
 
    “What’s a god?” one of them asked. 
 
    “A being with world-crushing power,” I explained. 
 
    “Ooo, that’s flamin’!” the red said. 
 
    “We want our swings back,” a green kid said. 
 
    I smiled at them.  “How about a blessing instead?”  I waved and a sphere of darkness formed between us, a mini-portal to Earth.  I reached out under the shadow and a clump of assorted fireworks fell into my hands.  The portal closed.  I picked up a small cluster of fire-crackers, the good stuff.  “Don’t hang onto these; you could lose a finger.  Lite the fuse here and throw it away.”  I touched a finger to the fuse and zapped it with a little electrical current.  The fuse sizzled, spitting sparks as I tossed it aside.  “Watch.” 
 
    Their eyes followed my throw.  They watched the hissing bundle.   The firecrackers went off in a chain-reaction, making them jump in surprise.  This could be the first time they’d ever seen these things. 
 
    The crackers finished exploding.  The air was thick with acrid smoke.   
 
    “There.  Now you can celebrate the grand opening of the shrine,” I said. 
 
    The red dragon kid dropped to his knees—not to worship me but to scoop up the rest of the fireworks.  The others grabbed for their shares.  I explained about the difference in types and about the weak-assed sparklers being the only ones you could hold.  “Most of the time, you just light and ran back before they go off.” 
 
    “What do we do when these run out?” one of the green dragon kids asked.   
 
    “You come to my shrine and pray.  If I feel the hell like it, I’ll bring you more.” 
 
    “If you feel the hell like it?” the red dragon didn’t sound happy about that.   
 
    Kids... 
 
    “I am a god, you know.  I’ve got things to do like saving worlds by conquering them.  You know, most gods ask for a sacrifice in exchange for things.” 
 
    That reminded me.  I turned and waved.  Darkness formed and fled, leaving a hollow stone box with a slit in front.  I used a lightning-tipped finger to draw a petroglyph on the money box: a demon curse should someone break into it without permission.   
 
    “There.  Now people can leave their offerings.  Well, I guess my work here is done.  Later, dudes.” 
 
    I rose into the air at ever-increasing speed and moved on to the next location. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    “There’s no escape from the 
 
    unexpected when it’s me.” 
 
      
 
                                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I finished the city’s last shrine and felt seriously drained.  From the sky of the Dragon World, held my target destination in mind. The Fortress of the Red Moon was a Goth monstrosity, only a thousand times more excessive and brooding than anything Hollywood ever came up with.  Selene had erected it in a flat stretch of land surrounded by giant black thorns.  Beyond that, high red crystal mountains stabbed the sky.  Whatever reality the moon occupied, it’s sky—seen from the surface—remained crimson.  
 
    I imagined seeing that sky where the Dragon World swam in blood. 
 
    A very accurate omen.  Bathed in blood with more blood coming. 
 
    Mindful of malicious gargoyles on the roof, I opened my portal’s far side within the main entrance so the iron golems couldn’t tinkle acid on me.  I drifted through, stepping out onto dark wood flooring with crimson runners that continued up a nearby flight of steps.  To my right was a den with a well-stocked bar and a could pool tables.  The next room down on the right was a library.  These tended to stay put like the front door but the rest of the house shifted on a whim—an extension of Selene’s will, responsive to her like the entire goddess domain. 
 
    There were red-crystal in the wall sconces that shed a dim red light.  Shadows abounded.  That was good for me.  Shadows in all realities were my domain.  That gave me a toe-hold of power here.  I felt out the shadows, listening to them for voices that would lead me to Selene.  I could just go exploring or wait for her to find me, but I wanted to catch her on my terms—which was not going to be easy. 
 
    My shadows carried voices to me: Colts and Selenes.  I placed them in the kitchen, just beyond a darkened dining room not in use.  I strolled past a wall sconce and went on to a back stretch of darker hallway.  I stepped from the shadow there to the shadows of the dining room.  Shadow to shadow was a new skill I was developing, part of my father’s Villager magic from Tartarus.  The transition was more conservative of energy than a portal which others could magically detect.  It also felt weird, like going directly from a solid to a gas without being superheated, then back to a solid again.  Then again, it wasn’t much different from when I go full-shade in my god-form so objects can pass harmlessly through me. 
 
    I strolled past the formal dining table with its high-backed chairs and place settings and approached the double swinging doors that led into the kitchen.  There were round windows in the doors that let bright light beam into the room.  I stopped to peer through, listening to Selene fuss over Colt: “Two bowls of ice cream are enough, dear.  You’ve recovered already.” 
 
    “But it’s helping with the mental scars,” Colt said. 
 
    I had to smile at the little con-artist.   
 
    “If you’re that wiped out,” Selene said, “you should go straight to bed, no Play-station.” 
 
    His eyes flared wide.  “What!  Why am I being punished?  It was Dad’s fault.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him.  Throw me under the bus, will you?  See how long it takes us to go Mustang shopping.  There is a price for betrayal. 
 
    I reached through shadow and willed the darkness to bring me a dozen roses from any dim-lit place.  I felt thornless stems appear in my hand and tightened my grip.  I could have discovered who I was stealing from had I wanted, but really, what would have been the point.  It wasn’t like I was going to send them a check in the mail.  I was sure there was a god out there with moral standards but that wasn’t me. 
 
    Shaking the roses, I waved away the dark magic and pushed ahead through the swinging doors.  Selene slanted me a cool stare, that warmed slightly as she saw the flowers.  Colt didn’t bother to look up from his ice cream, just saying: “Hi, Dad.” 
 
    “Hi, Colt.  How’s our little man?” 
 
    “Shoulder’s a little stiff.  I’m wondering if I fell on it when I returned to human form to undo my terrible injury.” 
 
    “Don’t you think you’re trying to “milk that cow” a little too long?” 
 
    “What cow?” he asked. 
 
    “The metaphorical cow from the planet Metaphorica.” 
 
    “That’s where we get our milk from?  A cow!  Why didn’t someone tell me?”  
 
    “I just did.”  Walking up to Selene, I kissed her.  I aimed for her lips but she turned her cheek to intercept it.  “Hi, beautiful.”  I held out the roses.   “I’m here to ravish you.  Colt, go find something to do for a very long time.  We’re going to be occupied.” 
 
    “With kissy-face stuff.” 
 
    “Or you could stay right there as I commandeer the top of the breakfast bar and you’ll really get scarred for life.” 
 
    “I’m gone!”  He pushed his empty bowl away, letting the spoon clatter as he slid off his stool and ran for the door.  
 
    Selene turned fully towards me; her arms crossed under her delightfully bouncy breasts.  She wore something that looked like high-priestess wear for some bloody barbaric temple.  Three loose strands of leather cord wrapped her neck with half-inch, ruby beads to space out animal teeth of some kind.  I didn’t miss the fact that she had a dagger strapped to her upper right thigh either.  Red-gold hoops pierced her ears, catching the light.  Her stare pulled me into eyes like red crystal pools. 
 
    Since she didn’t take the roses, I laid them on the breakfast bar near Colt’s bowl.  “If you’re going to kill me, can it wait until after the makeup-sex?” 
 
    “You think I’m going to sleep with you?” 
 
    “I wasn’t in control of my body at the time.”  Throwing him under the bus, I sent a mental apology to my inner dragon who was slumbering through this.   
 
    “I will deal with him later.  You’re the one who’s in front of me right now.” 
 
    With a thought, I dispelled the shadows I wore as black cherry blossoms, creating a whimsical storm around her as I flashed naked skin.  There was still a chance she was only playing hard-to-get and that I could work her into a better mood. 
 
    I leaned into her and drew her close with dragon strength she could have resisted if she’d wanted to.  My arms went around her.  You’re completely right and I’m a miserable undependable bastard of a worthless husband, but you picked me, remember?  You’re the one who sees ahead in time so don’t tell me you didn’t know Colt would get a needed wake-up call about just throwing himself into dangerous situations.  You let your child fall down and skin his knee so he’d toughen up and face life with a knowledge he isn’t impervious to fate.  That’s the gift of a good mother.  How can you punish me for giving him the same gift?” 
 
    “Why are you using logic on someone whose sanity withered on the vine long ago?  But if you want logic, how’s this; I’ve got to be pissed at you so I don’t have to think badly of myself.  Sorry, that’s just your lot.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not fair.” 
 
    “Whoever said I was fair was hoping for the best, but probably died screaming.” 
 
    “Fine, Plan B, it is.”  I ducked down, grabbed her low, and stood, draping her over a shoulder for a fireman’s carry.” 
 
    Her voice remained unexcited, only mildly curious.  “Caine, what are you doing?” 
 
    “It’s a surprise.” 
 
    “Where are you going with me?” 
 
    “Upstairs to our bedroom.”  I carried her into the dining room and kept going, fixing my will on where I wanted to go, hoping the house wouldn’t start playing games. 
 
    “Why?  I can bludgeon you there as well as anyone else.” 
 
    “It will be more difficult once I tie you to the bed.” 
 
    “You think I can be restrained?  You saw me as a dragon earlier, remember?  Wasn’t I scary?”  She dragged out the last word, relishing the shiver she knew she was sending up my back. 
 
    “Scary and beautiful, my love, but I have a potent piece of magic to divert your attention from escape.”  I got her into the hallway but it seemed to angle away from where I’d last seen the stairs.  Selene was testing me. 
 
    “You think you know a spell I can’t counter?” she asked. 
 
    “I know two of them.  I keep them in my pants.  And by the time you’ve had three or four world-rocking orgasms, you just might forget you were going to beat the snot out me.”   
 
    “That’s your plan?  To violently rape me?” 
 
    “Who are you to complain about a little violence?  I just thought you might want to reverse an old role.” 
 
    “Interesting.  I suppose we’ll have to see how this is going to play out.  The only problem I see is you don’t have a rope or handcuffs.” 
 
    “It’s our bedroom.  You’re bound to have something useful in the nightstand or under the bed, if not built into the headboard.” 
 
    She sighed melodramatically.  “Hoisted on my own petard as they say.” 
 
    “Not yet, but soon.” 
 
    A petard was a medieval bomb used to blow a gate and take someone’s fortress.  To be hoisted was to be caught in one’s own blast.  My cocks were powered by godly petards that would save my ass or merely delay the execution.  The jury was still out on that but I thought if I could pound her bowlegged, I’d at least be able to outrun Selene. 
 
    The hallway bent away from the stairs.  The walls started moving as rooms switched places.   
 
    No telling where the bedroom is now. 
 
    “Do you really want to fuck me, my husband?  You don’t seem to want to go to the bedroom after all.” 
 
    “I’ve got a double hard-on that says different.  And you switching the rooms around won’t stop me?”  I flowed a little shadow magic over her and her clothes exploded into a flurry of black cherry blossoms.   
 
    Selene laughed.  “Ah, naked and at your mercy.  You are mistaken about one thing, however.  I’m not moving anything around.” 
 
    I stopped cold.  “Could this be a defensive measure your fortress is using to defend itself?” 
 
    “From what?  Who’s crazy enough to attack a crazier goddess?” 
 
    “Well, I may just be a bit paranoid because of all the recent attacks on my life, but if the Flawless of the future know I’m about to kill one of them—very soon—wouldn’t this be a good moment to ambush and kill me?” 
 
    Her voice came out grim.  “I can’t read the bedroom anymore.  It’s like that one room has gone off-grid, or powerful cloaking magic is in use.  Put me down.  We do have a problem.  I can’t even feel my other selves on the timeline.  Time around the whole moon just went out of phase.” 
 
    The time shift will keep help from reaching us and if they fail to kill me with the next stage of their attack, they’ll still win if I’m trapped here, unable to go down to the Dragon World in time.  Everything I’ve been preparing for could be stopped right here. 
 
    Setting Selene on her feet, I summoned a PX4 Storm semi-automatic from my armory on Earth—but nothing appeared.  I extended my senses into the ether.  We weren’t just phased; we were oscillating in phase, going a quarter second ahead to three-fourths, and back again.  Defeating the fluctuation could be done but we might heavily damage whatever place we tried portaling to.  That meant a portal off of the Red Moon wasn’t our best option.    
 
    I used golden dragon magic and shadow magic, weaving them into a sword.  “We’d better focus on Colt.  We need to protect him in case I’m not the only target.” 
 
    “I’m taking my defenses off auto-control,” she said.  A moment of quiet followed.  Then the whole structure blurred, shuffling around.  The motion ended and we were in Colt’s room.  He had his back to us, sitting at his desk, staring at his laptop.  A small growl hung in his throat.  I guessed the temporal phasing had cut his WIFI.   
 
    So much for me secretly watching porn any time soon.  Evil bastards! 
 
    Sensing us, he turned in his chair and looked over his shoulder.  He immediately clapped his hands over his eyes, as if we’d blinded him.  “Mom!  Dad!  Clothes.  Agggggh!  I’m scarred for life.” 
 
    “Quit joking around,” I told him.  “The fortress is under attack.  Weapon up, little dude.  We don’t know how or from where the next strike will come.”  I covered myself in protective shadow, becoming an intangible force except for my hungry sword. 
 
    A crimson blaze of light hit and Selene had her full armor on with her massive red-crystal sword in hand, its surface crawling with wiggling worms of red current.  Colt copied her, his red-copper glow solidifying into ancient Japanese armor he had to have gotten from some anime.  The scaled-down outfit came complete with a helmet with stag horns.  His demon sword appeared in his hand.  Wreathed in a red demonic aura, I felt its hunger for souls from across the room. 
 
    Colt ran over to us, taking care to keep his blade extended away so it wouldn’t try lunging from his hand, killing one of us.  Only an idiot forgets the danger of using a weapon with a mind of its own, and my son wasn’t stupid.   
 
    He looked around as if with x-ray vision, his focus on distant points.  “Everything is moving around—and there’s a darkened room I can’t see into.” 
 
    “Our bedroom.”  Selene smiled at me.  “Our enemies know us well, my love.” 
 
    I agreed.  “The perfect place to catch me with my pants down.” 
 
    “Can you stop saying things like that?” Colt asked.  “I’m getting a disorder.” 
 
    “You two stay here.  I’ll go see what’s hiding from us.” 
 
    “I don’t think you should go alone,” Selene said. 
 
    “Move us all to the hallway outside our room,” I told her.  “I don’t think we should leave Colt behind in case the darkened room is just a diversion.” 
 
    She nodded.  The room blurred.  We were suddenly in the hallway on the second floor.  Selene stood balanced on both feet, both hands on that massive sword of hers.  She had Colt standing just behind her.  They glared down the two ends of the hallway as I eased toward the door.  I struck me how you’d never know Selene was insane right now—nothing focused her more than combat. 
 
    I whispered to her.  “Don’t follow me in unless I call to tell you the trap is clear.” 
 
    She gave me a single emphatic nod.  
 
    I stopped, my hand almost touching the knob.   
 
    Yeah, they’ll expect me to use the one door.   
 
    I pulled my hand back and side-stepped to the left.  I went several feet down, ready to walk through the wall.  The room might not be lit, but the gold light mixed with shadow in my blade would help.  I tried my divine perception, willing to know what was in the room.  I pushed hard.  But the room stayed dark to my mind’s eye.   
 
    Something very strong in there.  Waiting.  Okay, I’ll just go see what it is. 
 
    I took a deep breath and floated through.  There was no sudden rush.   Simple darkness lay inside.  As I swung my sword forward, the golden energy haloing my black blade thinned the darkness.  The furniture was gone.  The carpeting too.  Metallic sheets lined the walls, ceiling, and floor, producing a mirror effect and multiple murky copies of me.   
 
    And dead center in the space, I saw a three-foot disco ball resting on the floor.   
 
    Oooooh!  The horror.  A disco ball.  Is this some kind of joke? 
 
    I shifted from intangible force to a real body with armor covering me and settled to the floor. I heard a mechanical sound and realized I’d landed on some kind of pressure-sensitive trigger. 
 
    An explosion of white light and white sound—meant to stun the senses and disorient—wrapped around me, the barrage bouncing from mirrored surface to surface.   
 
    Focusing My godly senses through the attack, I heard whirring and the humming of gears.  Something clattered.  Then came the whisper of wire cutting air.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Sadly, a cock in a blender can 
 
    be more than a metaphor.” 
 
      
 
                                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I unmade my sword, unleashing its magic in a massive explosion of my own.  My golden energy back-washed into me as my mystic darkness swallowed the attacking white light.  It died, sheered from exitance, along with the white noise.  In my blast of darkness, black lightning leaped and wagged with joyous abandon, bitch-slapping the walls—somehow prevented from grounding out.      
 
    The disco ball took several sizzling hits.  I pulled the dark lightning back to me. 
 
    Waste not, want not. 
 
    Sudden pain struck from nowhere, twisting through my body.  It was horrible, intense, stealing breath.  Biting down on a howl that would have just been a waste of time, I wrote a mystical glyph on my chest with golden dragon magic.  The spell tatt activated, flushing my senses with euphoria, distancing the pain to something mildly annoying.  With my tolerance for pain, I’d never had to use this spell before.  It was good to know the spell functioned as designed. 
 
    Now, what the hell just happened? 
 
    I remembered a sound, the whisper of wire cutting the air.  I hadn’t seen the wire but parts of my armor had fallen off and clattered to the floor.  To do this, the wire had to have been a single molecule wide.   
 
    I sent a call to Fairy.  The room might block perceptions, but a fey king is tied to Fairy; the land is my heart.  I didn’t believe the enemy understood such a tie to take it into consideration when designing this trap.  I was right; a flurry of pink and rose-colored Will-o’-the-wisps popped into view and wafted around in mad orbits.  In that dancing light, I looked down and saw most of my right arm, one of my cocks, and my left foot lying there.  The fact I wasn’t bleeding didn’t diminish the horror of the amputations.  Fortunately, horror was a good night’s sleep for me so I was able to push it aside and focus on other matters. 
 
    Why no blood?  Ah!  The phasing.  There’s a bio-stasis effect until we’re solidly back in reality.  The Flawless made a mistake?  Or maybe it’s someone else we’re facing here. 
 
    A mechanical sound pulled my attention to the giant disco ball.  Its sections were open, showing gaps in the mirror tiles.  I saw moving parts inside the ball, spools of metal wire turning, rewinding, maybe getting ready for another shot. 
 
    Not something I should hang around for.  If it gets my head, I’ll have real trouble. 
 
    I collapsed to my knees and tried to grab my arm with my left hand.  My fingers went through it; the severing wire had altered the quantum signature of my amputated parts, shifting them out of phase with my current vibratory frequency.  Apparently, I couldn’t escape the room without leaving pieces of me behind. 
 
    My mind made an association with an Asian monkey trap where an orange is put in a jar that’s tied down.  The monkey comes along and reaches in easily enough but once it grabs the orange, its hand is to too big to pull out.  Greed keeps the monkey in the trap.  The monkey winds up getting killed, skinned, cooked, and sold on the street as monkey-on-a-stick. 
 
    Fuck that!  Hopefully, I can just grow everything back. 
 
    I was still near the wall I’d entered through.  I dragged myself around and looked at its mirror surface which had captured many reflected images of me and the ball.  Immediately in front of me, my shadow-covered, human shape reached to me as I reached to him.  Our hands touched on the surface.   
 
    Another mistake. 
 
    I didn’t go through the mirror to the hallway.  My hand went into the glass image and the rest of me was sucked along.  I now occupied a universe of mirror reflections.  All around me were fractal variations of me, my severed body parts, and the demonic disco ball.   
 
    I turned back, attempting to retreat, and touched a wall I couldn’t see.   
 
    A trap within a trap, a good one. At least they aren’t underestimating me. 
 
    Looking into the room I’d come from; I watched the disco ball sections close up seamlessly.  It had reset, hiding its true nature for the next person to come in the room.  The only good thing I’d done right was to come in through the hallway wall and not the door.  If I had done that, a lot more of the wire would probably have gotten me.  As it was, the thought of being down to just one cock brought tears to my eyes.  
 
    When I get out of this, I’ll have to give the little guy a respectful sendoff.  Maybe I can put my pieces in my shrines as holy relics.  People can come and touch them—for a price—as they pray for things, I probably won’t give them. 
 
    Now, how do I fix this? 
 
    “Ah-hah!” my voice echoed.  I had an idea.  I felt a floor under my knees and assumed a similar surface above for symmetry’s sake.  It seemed only this space’s lateral dimensions were blown out to infinity; an infinity full of amputated, shadow-covered parts and multiple images of me.  I dragged myself a few feet and got up on my remaining foot.  From here, I was able to reach a reflection of an arm and foot.  I snagged them.   
 
    Sitting down, I matched clean-cut edges.  Only they didn’t match.  In the mirrorverse, my left foot and right arm had become mirror opposites.  My foot was now a right foot so its cut didn’t match my left ankle.  
 
    Fucking wonderful!  Okay, stay fluid.  Do something else. 
 
    I bled shadow out of the wounds and replaced my arm and foot with darkness the same way I’d shown the inn-keeper to do.  Next, I stabilized the new appendages with a flow of golden dragon magic.  Waving my restored arm, I took a few steps, making sure the replacements were dependable.   
 
    Oddly, the other images of me remained amputated.  And they all seemed frozen, not moving as I did.   
 
    I hated thinking about time-loops, time-lines, and reverse causation, but I could do it if I had to. 
 
    Focus. 
 
    I still had two problems: being stuck like a roach in a roach hotel, and the fact that Selene wasn’t going to wait on me forever.  We were going to survive this—bet on it!—so her future selves now knew about the Disco Ball of Doom, but as long as the Red Moon was phasing, they couldn’t tell her present self about this major shift in the timeline.  That meant she and Colt would be vulnerable to this trap until I shut it down. 
 
    I realized, from a gnawing ache in the back of my head, that my subconscious was trying to get my attention.   
 
    I’m missing something important, but what? 
 
    Golden eyes opened in the shadows of my mind.  My inner dragon formed and glared at me.  I noticed he still had both feet and arms.   
 
    His thoughts brushed mine: Do I really need to point out something so obvious? 
 
    I spoke through gritted teeth.  “If you’d be so kind.  It’s been a hard day.”  My words echoed into infinity.   
 
    Though I felt nothing, the vibrations of my words cause a current to swirl the images within the mirrorverse.  Arms and feet bobbed and drifted.  All the other images of me scattered about spun in place. 
 
    The wisps.  You saw them and their images in the room, bouncing off the mirrors.  In the mirrorverse, you only see their light.  They aren’t in here with us.  This place is designed to trap things, but it can’t hold an image that hasn’t yet entered from inside the room. 
 
    I grinned.  “I get it!”  My words echoed away and the movement in the mirrorverse grew more agitated.   
 
    Take over, I told my dragon. 
 
    Gladly. 
 
    My shadow-armor lost density, becoming a black, whirling cloud around me.  I lost sight of everything and seemed to be falling in place.  And then I was in the mind of my dragon which meant he was out.  I reached for his senses to plug into his situation.  A wrap-around screen appeared, giving me visuals from his perspective.  He thundered, roaring for all he was worthwhile, charging the one section of the mirrorverse where we could see the wisps—the way out. 
 
    Our dragon form crashed a barrier and filled the former bedroom.  The lining on the walls shattered.  Crystalized silver sprayed everywhere, rattling of my dragon’s scales.   
 
    The wisps popped out, fleeing back to Fairy.   
 
    My dragon uncompressed his body and pushed up through the ceiling, desperately needing the extra space.  Bricks and timbers fell in on the disco ball.  Light came in from overhead.  My dragon turned, getting his bearings.  His tail smacked the rock pile off of the ball.  Rubble crashed into the surrounding walls which had become normal brick again.  The impacts left dents in the walls and crumbled some of the mortar. 
 
    My dragon swung his long neck, moving his head to inspect the heavily dented disco ball.  It quivered, shaking as if in fear, trying to open but was unable.  Some of the internal mechanisms no longer worked. 
 
    Leave it alone: I told my dragon.  It’s still dangerous and Selene will want it. 
 
    Fine. 
 
    The door to the hallway exploded inward.  Selene rushed in, her massive sword sweeping at her side.  Not expecting my change, she bounced off of my dragon, onto her butt, and sat there glaring up at him. 
 
    I’m outta here: my dragon said. 
 
    I taunted him: Coward! 
 
    Commonsense.  Survival imperative. 
 
    The viewscreen my thought-form was using collapsed and vanished.  All sensation fled with my dragon.  And then I was in my human form once more.  I’d reformed without my arm and foot and my precious second cock. 
 
    Dammit! 
 
    I lay on the floor, playing for sympathy, reaching with my remaining hand for Selene.  “Watch out for the mirror ball.  Mono-molecular wire trap.  Nasty.” 
 
    Her gaze slid from me to it, and back again.  Her eyes widened as my missing body parts registered with her.  She threw away her sword, letting it pop out of existence, and flung herself over to me.   
 
    I waved over toward some rubble.  “I think the missing parts are under there, multi-phased.  I couldn’t touch them.” 
 
    Armored like a Samurai, Colt ran in, absorbed the situation, and ran to where I’d indicated.  He picked through the mess and gathered up the pieces of me, saying a soft “Eeeewww!” as he picked up my severed cock with two fingers. 
 
    How the hell did he do that?  Synchronized himself to their phasing maybe.  Why didn’t I think of that? 
 
    Selene gathered me in and stood, using her dragon strength to hold me aloft.  There were tears in her eyes.  “We never saw this.  New timeline.” 
 
    “It’s not like you can’t deal with it, right?” 
 
    Grim resolve made a mask of her face.  “Right.  Colt, bring his pieces down to the surgical room in the secret subbasement.” 
 
    “Sure,” he answered. 
 
    The room blurred.  Impressions of other parts of the fortresses came and went.  I had the sense that Selene and I were being passed off from one room to another while those rooms were in motion.  The shuffle ended and we were in a modern version of a surgery room, complete with monitors, lights, covered instrument trays, and a table with restraints. 
 
    She placed me on the table. 
 
    I absorbed the shadow clothing me so the euphoria spell tatt glowed gold on my bare chest.  Selene paused to study it.  “Ah!  I thought you were rather self-controlled for someone missing body parts.  This is acting as anesthesia and preventing blood loss?” 
 
    “Getting me high, for sure.  The phasing of the moon already set up a biological stasis.  The spell will handle the bleeding though if you don’t fix things before the moon rejoins Dragon Space.” 
 
    “That’s rather inept for entities calling themselves the Flawless.”  
 
    “I know, right?  I had that same thought.  This might not be them.” 
 
    “The timing though…it’s suspicious.”   
 
    She applied the restraints as Colt came in and put my pieces off to the side.  I stared at my poor, abandoned penis.  “Selene, will you still love me if I’m permanently down to just one dick?” 
 
    “One or two, you’re still the biggest dick around, my love.”  
 
    Comforted, I brought my thoughts back to the attack.  “Yeah.  Suspicious.  Mercenaries?  Maybe the Flawless contracted this hit out.” 
 
    “If so, I’m not sure the Flawless got their money’s worth.  The trap itself has kept you alive.” 
 
    “That’s just good business,” Colt said. 
 
    We both looked at our son. 
 
    “What?” he said. 
 
    “That is a brilliant insight,” I said.  “Proves you’re my son.” 
 
    “I still don’t get it,” Selene said. 
 
    I did.  “The point is to deliver massive damage so there’s no complaint from the Flawless and, at the same time, to keep me kicking enough so the war goes on and the mercs can keep getting paid for their efforts.” 
 
     “I am going to make a point of finding out who has infringed upon my domain and violated my husband in such a way.”  She showed me an evil smile.  “I will turn their biology into such a horror that for endless ages they shall weep acid and burn themselves.” 
 
    Cheery thought. 
 
    “Umm, dear, shouldn’t you go wash up before sewing me back together?  You know; germs, infection, that kind of thing?” 
 
    “This room is kept magically pure.  And I’m not sure I’m going to be sewing.  There are other options.”  Her evil smile widened. 
 
    I felt a deep, appalling fear.  “You’re not going to get too crazy, are you?” 
 
    A look of love warmed her face but didn’t deaden the insane glitter in her eyes.  “You are my heart.  I would never endanger you upon a whim.” 
 
    Says the woman who was going to beat my ass earlier. 
 
    She went over to a large cylindrical tank with a hose and mask attached.  “It would be distracting to have running commentary from you when I need to do my best thinking.” 
 
    “You’re going to knock me out?” 
 
    “Better that way,” she said.  
 
    “For whom?” I asked. 
 
    “Can I go,” Colt asked.  “I don’t think I want to see this.” 
 
    “Wish me luck, then run and play.”  She settled the mask over my face and turned a valve.  I heard a hiss. 
 
    “Count backward from infinity-and-one,” she said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s what I tell all my patients.  It’s important to have a doctor with a good sense of humor.” 
 
    “And a medical degree.” 
 
    “Those are so overrated and not really needed.  I think I’ve done well educating myself over the centuries.” 
 
    My thoughts got fuzzier.  I slipped into darkness, wondering what fresh hell awaited me on the other side of this nap.   
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Crawling into a bottle is fun. 
 
    Afterward, not so much.” 
 
      
 
                                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I dreamed I was a dolphin: flesh rippling with muscular contractions, an electric tingle in my fins as I sliced the waves.  I dove into a blue infinity with diffused bars of solar glare marking the surface behind me.  My voice went out and returned, heard through my jaw-bone, the impulse reached my brain and I saw a flurry of passing fish, a layer adding to the images from my eyes.  I curved through the salty brine and helped myself to a sleek pollock.   
 
    Yum. 
 
    Only it got stuck in my throat.  Apparently, I had something there already.  I thrashed, choking, gagging.  The dream broke.  My eyes opened.  I hung in a water-filled tube, tethers keeping me centered as the fluid swirled around me.  Strapped my lower face, a mask held a tube in place that forced air into me with every breath I drew. 
 
    Through the distortion of the water, I made out Colt on the other side of the tube.  He looked up at me, no longer in his samurai armor or sporting his demon sword.  In place of his usual hoodie, he wore black jeans, tee, and white sneakers.  He had a yoyo in his hand, the wooden body fully extended on its string.  He didn’t move.  Neither did the yo-yo.  At least not to my perceptions. 
 
    Time was flowing for me, but not him; that was my first impression.  I focused on the yoyo, using my divine powers of perception to expand the image.  After watching several minutes, I saw the yo-yo was moving on the string, just so slowly, it took patience to see.   
 
    My arm! 
 
    I tried to feel if there was something on my right side.  Pulled into view by my force of will, a stick-thin length of bandages floated in front of me.  The stick ended in a miniature hand, like something off an oversized doll.   
 
    Is that scrawny thing mine? 
 
    The tiny hand twitched.  The little baby fingers wiggled. 
 
    Damn!  It is. 
 
    When dragons grow back missing body parts, the growth normally starts at the wound and fills in, the farthest part being last to complete.  Selene was doing something new that was growing the entire appendage at once.  I assumed the same was going on with my foot and severed cock. 
 
    Is this new method supposed to be faster? 
 
    With Dragon Fall coming up so soon, that could explain all this.  It would also explain why time was passing for me at a faster rate inside the tube. 
 
    Well, no one ever said Selene wasn’t a mad genius.  Why the hydrotherapy, though? 
 
     Distorted by the swirling water, I heard a burble.  A mass of bubbles tickled as they flowed over me, having been released from the bottom of the tube.  The water took on a cyan blue color from the bubbly additive.   
 
    Medicine or Ty-D-Bol cleaner?  
 
    My vision blurred.  I felt sleepy.  Darkness closed in and I went back to hunting pollock. 
 
      
 
    The next time I came around, I thought I was in hell for sure.  I seemed to be chained to a bed and braisers full of red coals cast a ruddy light into the air.  Lighting her bedroom with coals was a habit of Selene’s influenced by the time she’d been captured in human form, imprisoned, and tortured in the dungeons of Atlantis—before the Old Man sank it.  I’d found her in a cell, made love to her, and freed her; forever becoming the object of her obsession.  The torturer’s coals had taken on a fond romantic symbolism to her. 
 
    My body bounced on a mattress as someone rode me: someone naked with a red face and black demon horns.   
 
    Fuck, I am in hell! 
 
    But the bouncing tits were familiar.  My god-vision thinned the gloom.  “Selene?” 
 
    I hope. 
 
    She paused her bouncing and grinding and took off a devil-mask that could have had a living counterpart in a hundred different hell-dimensions.  Seeing Selene’s face underneath, I felt a flood of relief.  Had it been a real demon, she might have had teeth down there, ready to take a trophy when she was done. 
 
    “Try not to move.  This is entirely for medical purposes,” Selene said. 
 
    “Do you hear me complaining?”  I turned my head and was relieved to see my right arm was now full-sized, looking completely restored.  “How long have I been out of things?” 
 
    She began moving once more, her hands flat to my chest as she rode both my cocks for the first time—as far as I knew.  “My time?  Hours only.  Months have passed for you.  I had to…force you out of biological stasis with a…um…accelerated…temporal field to…uh…heal you.”   
 
    She stroked me faster, growing breathless.  Obviously, that healing had included the regrowth of my cock.  I should have joined the party and indulged more actively, but I felt enervated.   I smiled, laying there, watching the hypnotic sway of her breasts, feeling her wetness engulf me. 
 
    “Is it safe to be using that, uh, particular part so soon,” I asked.  “It’s not going to tear off, is it?  I’m not going to pull stitches?” 
 
    “Ummm, I’m, uh, just making sure, everything…oh, yeah, is working…umm, properly.  Oh!!!!”  She screamed, milking my lengths with her vaginal muscles.  She threw her head back, arching atop me.  Her whole body shuddered in a climactic release more extreme than I ever remembered her having.   
 
    After a while, she swayed forward, drooping, only to sag over me, her hair spilling across my face as she went boneless. 
 
    “Something’s wrong with me.”  I fought back panic.   “I didn’t cum.” 
 
    She murmured sleepily.  “You did while you were out, any number of times.  It’s been six hours.  Of course, you’d run dry by now.  Even gods have limits.” 
 
    “I came six times and sleep through it?”   
 
    “Yes, my love.   
 
    “Hey, what’s wrong with you?” 
 
    She pushed up so I could see her face.  “I know I could have waited for you to share my enjoyment, but this doesn’t really count as sex.  Medical necessity.” 
 
    “No, that’s not what I mean.  I know a vagina when I’m in one.  I’m in two.  Did you grow yourself a second one to keep up with me?”  A grin spread over my face.  “That’s so cute!” 
 
    It was difficult with the red light from the coals, but I thought her face reddened with embarrassment. 
 
    She huffed at the suggestion of maidenly weakness.  “Go back to sleep so I can fix your foot.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with my foot?  It grew back, didn’t it?” 
 
    She kissed me, more of a diversion than an apology.   I know the difference.   
 
    “Sorta,” she said.  “Don’t worry.  I can just snip off the webbing between the toes.” 
 
    “What the hell!” 
 
    “Sleep!”  She spoke the word and darkness closed in once more. 
 
      
 
    I came awake slowly, my whole body hot and wet.  I heard the sound of waterjets.  I opened one eye at a time and found myself in a hot tub on a raised deck.  I stared out across the backyard of the fortress, seeing the pool house, an obstacle course of some kind, and the swings I’d stolen from the Dragon World for Colt.  He was on them, shooting forward and back giggling, a red sheet stuffed in the back of his shirt for a cape as he pretended to fly.  I didn’t understand how he could enjoy pretend-flying when he could do the real thing. 
 
    But then again, I didn’t have the insight of a proper childhood of my own to put things into perspective.  
 
    I looked left and right.  Selene wasn’t with me. 
 
    Damn.  I suppose I’ll have to wash my own back. 
 
    I found myself holding my breath as Colt launched himself off the swing, into the air.  He came down, cape rippling in his wake, and nailed a superhero landing: one of those things where the good guy jumps off a building but instead of going splat, his knees just bend deeply a moment, then he’s up, walking away as if nothing significant happened. 
 
    I clapped.  How could I not? 
 
    Good to see he’s taking his training seriously. 
 
    Colt turned toward the sound and took a bow.   Straightening, he ran and jumped up onto the deck, stopping at the tub.  “Hi, Dad.  Thanks for the swings.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.”  I steal only the best for you.  “So, I saw you practicing with a yo-yo earlier—unless that was all dream.” 
 
    “No, that was real.  Do you know they used giant-sized ones in the Philippians as weapons of war for over four hundred years?” 
 
    “Really?  Say, you wouldn’t be on guard duty, would you?” 
 
    “Something like that.  We’re staking you out like a goat, waiting for the tigers to come and eat you.  Mom says you have it coming.” 
 
    “You do know you’re supposed to kill the tiger before the goat dies, right?” 
 
    Displaying a calculated innocence, he raised his eyebrows as if the thought had never occurred to him.  “Really?  Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “I can’t take you Mustang shopping if I’m dead.” 
 
    “That’s true, but if they get you, it occurs to me that I’d get all your Mustangs and everything in your armory and treasure vault.” 
 
    “Vaults.  I don’t put all my eggs in one basket.” 
 
    Colt looked away.  “They’re coming.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The mercenaries.  Mom just took out their phase charm.  It was built into the disco ball.  She says their next logical step is to sit on us and force us to miss the battle with the Flawless.” 
 
    “That would change the timeline with the loss of the entire Dragon Planet.” 
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    “Wait.  You said charm, not the device.” 
 
    “Yeah, these guys use technology and magic.  Mom says we’re looking at paramilitary warlocks or something.”   
 
    The sky’s natural red glow brightened and went a little yellow-orange as more light beamed down.  Colt turned and jumped off the deck, into the yard.  He looked up.  “There’s a big portal opening in the sky.  They’ll probably come in on hippogriffs and lay down suppressing fire, then start slinging magic spells at us.” 
 
    “Does Selene know who these guys are?” 
 
    “No.  She wouldn’t let her other selves tell her.  She wants to be surprised.  We’re supposed to hang out, acting as bait.” 
 
    I stood up, sheathed myself in shadow, and drifted into the air to float over the tub’s edge.  Looking down past my two cocks, I studied my force-grown foot.  It looked fine.  No webbed toes or other changes that Selene might have considered improvements.   
 
    “Stay there, Dad.  I’ve got this.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Trust me.  I get a power boost by being here, just like Mom.” 
 
    I trusted my son.  His greedy inner dragon, not so much. 
 
    On another subject, I wondered what a mangy pack of magical killers thought they were doing, taking on a pair of gods, and a demigod kid.   
 
    All the luck they’d had so far is due to being an unknown element. They better come loaded for Armageddon.  My once-severed dick demands justice. 
 
    I floated out behind him—taking a position where I wouldn’t become a victim of friendly fire—and stared up at the sky.  The portal’s yellow wash mixed with the red light natural here to glaze things a Halloween orange color.  The disc overhead burned a lot of power.  I couldn’t imagine the mercs would hold it long; an opening back to their base.  They’d drop off the troops and close the portal, then reopen when a properly coded message was received. 
 
    I was assuming an Earth-based operation because of how much they knew about me, but that might not be right.  For all I knew, they’d come in riding demon-squirrels, crossbows in hand. 
 
    Better leave room for more of the unexpected. 
 
    And then they were in the sky, falling out of the yellow portal: two Soviet-surplus, Mil Helicopter MI-8Ps.  These were blue and white and looked like they’d been converted for civilian use.  Each one would seat seventeen men, not counting pilots.  A force of thirty-four so far. A third, smaller helicopter followed the troopships in.  This one an AgustaWestland AW139, a silver, fifteen-seat twin-engine chopper mostly used by major corporations.   
 
    Okay, forty-plus mercs plus field command, medics, and three to six pilots.  I am not impressed. 
 
    Then came the Godzilla-class monster.   
 
    It swooped out of the portal on jewel-bright, dragonfly wings, chitin-armored, with drooping legs under it and a nose that jutted out like the mother of all javelins.  Like a spider, it had multiple red eyes around its head.  This was a demon-beast from some hell-dimension, that much I knew—and it was going to be hungry.  
 
    They always are.  
 
    “Uh, Dad?  I think I’m going to need a little help.” 
 
    “Want me to take the monster?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “Take off the cape,” I told him.   
 
    “Batman fights in a cape.  So does Thor.” 
 
    “You’ll trip yourself up and they’ll laugh at you.” 
 
    Without a word, he undid the red sheet and let it fall to the ground. 
 
    There was a crimson blur from our fortress rooftop ending in the portal.  Selene was leaving this to us and going after those who thought they were out of reach. 
 
    She’ll have fun. 
 
    Too late, they closed the portal. 
 
    I concentrated and my shadow-sheathed body became covered in golden spell tatts.  Blades of gold pushed out of my back, wings that blazed with dragon magic. 
 
    Just the thing for carving up a monster. 
 
    Black iron gargoyles dropped off the roof, our home security force.  They weren’t supposed to do that, but they’d been watching Colt train.  Most of them got back up and staggered toward the landing choppers.  A few of the gargoyles lay there weakly flailing, pissing acid onto the lawn. 
 
    “You guys rest,” I told them.  “We got this.” 
 
    I leaped into the air, leaving a wake of golden light that faded behind me.  I soared up past the fortress and curved to a new vector.  And there was the monster, surprise in all its red, beady eyes.  Putting on a burst of god-speed and if appeared to freeze in place.  I spiraled around its long, gangly body and found another stinger like the one it had in front.  I grabbed this and shoved hot electric current into the hell-beast while triggering the release of the dragon fire tatt.     
 
    As flames roasted its ass, and lightning fried its nerves, I dragged it down from the sky and slammed the thing into the ground.  The impact cracked the length of the chin-armor.  Black, oily smoke billowed as it screeched.   
 
    I looped and went back over the broken creature, reaching its head.  It lined-up its javelin-snout at me, ready to run me through; a bit of wishful thinking.   
 
    I smiled and unloaded two more spell tatts: Sub-zero Cold, and Meteor Impact.  Head to stomach it frosted over, going stiff and silent.  A concussive wave of air rolled past me as a huge indention pulped the head. 
 
    As the cold magic reached the dragon fire, there was an explosion.   
 
    That should do it. 
 
    I landed and walked over to see its ass still twitching, the legs thrashing.  It exploded on its own and spread itself over the landscape.  I found a few mechanical pieces.  The thing had been mostly bluff, a remote-controlled drone of some kind. 
 
    Surprises within surprises. 
 
    I laughed, then flew through the smoke and flames to see how Colt was doing. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    “Interrogation isn’t difficult.  Digging  
 
    graves afterward, that’s hard.” 
 
      
 
                                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I didn’t want to trample over Colt’s impending glory, but I needed to support him—even if his inner dragon was considering all the cool stuff he’d get if I were dead from friendly fire.  Since Colt could handle his willful demon-sword, I figured he could stay on top of his inner dragon, too.    
 
    I returned to god-speed.  The flames and rolling of the black smoke lost motion, becoming surreal sculptures.   Bursting clear, I swerved across the battlefield, checking on Colt’s progress.  The black-iron gargoyles had been busy shrugging of weapon fire and ripping soldiers apart.   
 
    I got to Colt.  He hadn’t powered up with a light-show or summoned a massive crystal sword.  He wasn’t throwing red-copper lightning around.  Instead, he worked his yo-yo with single-minded devotion.  I was moving fast enough to make this a slow-motion affair.  Weighed down with automatic weapons, two men in camo had stumbled upon him.  Their eyes were wide.  I figured their thoughts were the same as mine: WTF!   
 
    I watched a stream of bullets slice the air toward Colt.  Getting closer, the bullets veered, caught by an unseen force.  The slugs orbited him and returned to the gunners, taking them out.  Colt hadn’t left himself as open as it seemed.  
 
    I slowed down which made him seem to hurry.  More soldiers came across him, also moving faster to my perceptions.  I curled the fingers of my right hand, drawing my fist to my chest, a prelude to flinging dragon fire but held back as I noticed the soldiers pointing their muzzle aside.  Apparently, these soldiers had forgotten the lessons of Viet Nam; mainly, that the “appearance” of innocence is never safe.   
 
    I hovered in place, and Colt’s yo-yo picked up speed, whirring out to wrap around the neck of one soldier.  Colt yanked and the silver string sliced right through.  The man’s head popped off cleanly and the open neck spurted bright arterial blood into the air at a slow pace.  Colt was using the mono-molecular wire from the Disco Ball of Doom, turning one of their own weapons against them.  I looked around the battlefield; many of the fallen soldiers had, missing hands or heads. 
 
    Figuring his shock value had run out, Colt caught the yo-yo and pocketed it. 
 
    Seeing his partner die, the remaining soldier swung his weapon up, hate etched on his face.  He bared his teeth, screaming defiance.   
 
    Colt pointed an open palm at the man.  A sand storm of red grit materialized.  It covered the man, silencing his scream.  Colt flicked the fingers of both hands.  Two more twisters of red grit formed, dancing off on an interception course with more of the incoming troops. 
 
    The first sand-devil collapsed, sated, leaving only white bones and a few tatters of uniform along with a well-scuffed rifle.  All soft tissue had been scoured away. 
 
    Soldiers were hanging back now, kneeling, getting ready to snipe from a safe distance. 
 
    No such thing. 
 
    With a burst of god-speed, I shot into the air and used my Meteor Impact tatt.  The grouped soldiers suddenly occupied a depression, their bodies flattened to the thinness of a newspaper.  Blood spurted out of their mouths and eyes.  Numerous heads had caved in as skulls cracked and buckled.   
 
    I flew off, scattering dragon fire and lightning, only to find a group huddling behind a magical barrier.  They wore a different uniform from the regular troops: black with silver shoulder patches that showed the head of a unicorn in a bottom corner, the horn crossing a drawn sword.  Their ages ranged widely from several old fossils to a few baby-faced teens. 
 
    My dragon fire clung tenaciously to their barrier, making the area at the contact points glow a brassy yellow.  The part of the shield wrapping around behind them remained invisible.  Covering my face with shadow, I went full-god-form at maximum intangibility and settled to the ground in front of them. 
 
    The kids had “Oh-shit!” expressions on their faces.  Actually, they all did.  I was beginning to think that someone had conned these people into thinking this mission was a walk in the park.   
 
    In the back, a shriveled old crone with blue-white hair and shaggy eyebrows wore her uniform loosely, barely able to fill it out.  She had a little malignant fire in her spirit and a ball of sour-green light in her knobby-knuckled hands, weaving a curse to throw at me.  A stereotypical witch. 
 
    Don’t tell me she’s their power hitter. 
 
    I pulled the dragon fire back and absorbed it, clearing their barrier.  Lifting a hand, I made a come-on gesture with wiggling fingers.  The old lady obliged by giving her curse a softball lob.  It rose in the air, passed the barrier, and dropped sharply toward my chest.   
 
    Closing my hand, I gave her curse-light a Meteor Impact smack-down.  Her sour-green light shredded into the thinnest curls of mist, backwashing onto their barrier and fading.  The barrier itself cracked in numerous places from my attack. 
 
    I lifted my hand overhead and created a shadow-blade wreathed in golden lightning.  This was a bit like curb-stomping kittens but I didn’t start this fight.  They’d come to me for it.  And my cock was screaming for vengeance.  Not literally, though.  Those days were over; a mind-trick my inner dragon used to play on me. 
 
    I brought my sword down on their barrier.  It shattered into yellow shards that faded out while tumbling to the ground.  Those huddled before me drew apart to let the sword come down without hitting anyone.  They needn’t have bothered; I stopped the sword, where it extended straight out from my hand, using my other hand to slap away several lemony bolts of mystic bedevilment. 
 
    Granny thought she was Dr. Strange. 
 
    I let my sword unmake itself—explosively.  A thunderclap blasted the mages off their feet, flinging them to the ground pretty far away.  They hit and rolled.  Nobody got up quickly.   
 
    I walked over and looked down at Granny.  Her face was twisted in pain.  She grabbed her side.  “My hip, my hip…!” 
 
    I sighed.  This isn’t fun. 
 
    A girl who looked fifteen staggered to her feet.  She held her arm.  It looked broken.  Her gaze hit the old woman.  “Granny!” 
 
    That’s really what they call her? 
 
    Her voice quivered.  “I’ve fallen and I can’t—” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up,” I told her.  “You bought into this game, remember?” 
 
    “No!”  The fifteen-year-old thrust her hands at me.  They pulsed with an infernal shimmer.  “Adtende de inferno agentibus me!” 
 
    Her Latin pronunciation was atrocious but I grasped her meaning: Agents of hell attend me. 
 
    A demon-mancer.  What the furry fuck!?! 
 
    Multiple clouds of yellow sulfur puffed into being between me and the girl.  And then they were on me: foot-tall demon imps with under-sized bat wings and forked tails. Red scaled, fanged, and wearing chainmail loincloths, the pot-bellied three came in clawing and gnashing.    
 
    Had I been a poodle, I’d have been terrified.  I opened mini-portals of shadow edged with gold.  My portals intercepted them and closed.   
 
    “Where’d they go?” one of the older males pondered. 
 
    Blood-curdling screams erupted from the cockpit of a nearby helicopter.  We all looked over in time to see fresh blood splash on the inside of the windshield. 
 
    “Any more questions?” I asked. 
 
    “You’re evil!” the teenage girl yelled. 
 
    The shadow I wore hid my grin but I hoped they could hear the amusement in my voice.  It was a pathetic fight, but they were beginning to entertain me.  “You summoned them, hell-slut.  It’s not my fault you can’t control your own weapons.” 
 
    The girl stomped her foot.  “I’m not a slut!  Show respect for women kind!” 
 
    “Or you’ll cry?” I asked.  “I respect women that don’t need a man to hand them that respect.”  I wreathed both hands with golden jags of lightning.  “Okay, who wants to die next?”  Two middle-aged guys had been mumbling for a while.  My glance slid to them as they made dramatic gestures toward me. 
 
    Fine.  You’re elected. 
 
    I unloaded a literal billion volts of electricity at them.  The air bleached to golden-white.  Ozone invigorated the air.  They raised a shield which grounded the current, exploding the ground at the base of their barrier.  The barrier cracked, its pieces blown back into the two men as the concussive wave lifted them off their feet and threw them away.   A thunderclap followed the lightning strike. 
 
    The others used their friend’s diversion to circle around and hit me from a blindside. 
 
    Finally, team tactics.  Well, I can be a team player, too.  A whole team, actually. 
 
    I spilled heavy billows of gold-edged darkness around me that swallowed and unmade their magic attacks.  From that darkness, a dozen copies of me formed: shadow clones complete with golden wings like mine.   Instead of hands, I gave them short swords jutting off their wrists.   
 
    As my copies turned themselves into spinning tops, I used a You-Don’t-See-Me spell to make my real body imperceptible to them.  It wasn’t true invisibility.  My magic just made them ignore their senses where I was concerned. 
 
    I walked over to Granny whom the others had forgotten about in the heat of battle.  A quick, sharp turn of her head snapped her brittle neck.  She died with a gasp and then a smile on her lips, delivered from pain by my mercy. 
 
    No need to thank me. 
 
    I walked toward one of the troop-carriers.  It occurred to me that they contained non-combatant support personal being neglected and maybe one or two ranking field commanders I’d like to interrogate.   They’d even left a rear hatch open for me.  I climbed in and my magic continued to keep me unobserved while I took their measure.   
 
    I saw two combat medics looking out the windows.  “Looks awful,” one of them said. 
 
    “I ain’t going out there,” the other said.  “I signed up for wargames.  No one told me this was going to be the real shit.” 
 
    A square-jawed man in a dark gray suit with a teal green tie frowned at the two.  “You didn’t wonder why we paid you so well?  You guys were in Desert Storm, for fuck’s sake.  Show some backbone and get your asses out there.” 
 
    “People have lost body parts.  They’ve probably bled out by now.  Waste of time.” 
 
    The man in the suit pulled a gun from inside his coat.  “I’m going to shoot one of you; the one who’s still here when I’ve counted down.  Five…four…three…” 
 
    I nodded approval.  A man who knows how to give an order. 
 
    I walked toward him as the medic scrambled past me, running for the hatch.   
 
    The guy in the gray suit muttered to himself.  “So hard to get good help.”  He turned and called to the pilot.  “Any answer from MF-1?” 
 
    “The pilot’s not responding.  MF-2 is sending someone to look inside.” 
 
    Gray-suit sighed.   “What a cluster fuck.  Wasn’t this target supposed to be just a warlock calling himself a demon-lord?” 
 
    The pilots didn’t answer. 
 
    Gray-suit holstered his weapon and pulled out his cell phone.  “We’re nowhere close to suppressing this guy.  He’s feeding our asses to a woodchipper.  I’m calling off this operation.”  He speed-dialed a number and waited for the connection to go through.  If he had any bars this far from Earth, I’d be amazed.   
 
    Probably magic-enhanced tech, maybe a signal sent through a micro-portal like Colt’s WIFI. 
 
    Gray-suit spoke to his people.  “Things are on a hellward death-spiral.  Intelligence was piss-poor.  Open the portal.  We’re coming home.”  There was a long pause.  “What do you mean you can’t?  You’re under attack?” 
 
    Technically, under counter-attack. 
 
    The pilot yelled back.  “MF-2 reports all personnel aboard MF-1 are dead, friendly fire.  Demon imps got them before being timed out and drawn back to hell.” 
 
    Gray-suit palmed his face in growing desperation.  “And to think, forming Mage Force as a Blackhawk-style anti-monster force was my idea.” 
 
    Yeah, wanna-be private corporate security thinking they can deal with preternaturals and make big bucks while they’re at it.  I wonder who pointed them my way?  The Flawless or someone supporting them would be my guess.  This bunch has portal technology but I see no sign of temporal technology.  Whoever has that is the true middleman. 
 
    “Hello, hello…?”  Gray-suit put his phone away.  “Doesn’t look like we have any place to go back to.”  Slowly, he put his phone away. 
 
    The pilot reported again.  “Sir, MF-2 has gone silent after saying something about iron gargoyles.  Shouldn’t we get the hell out of here?” 
 
     “And go where, exactly.  This isn’t Earth.  Maybe not even our universe.  We need to surrender while we can.  I’m going out there.”  Gray-suit snagged a bullet-proof vest off a seat and lid into it, closing the Velcro flaps across the ribs to connect front and back. 
 
    I cut my spell, allowing myself to be noticed and dropped the shadow from my face.  Gray-suit jerked to a stop.  His eyes flicked over me, absorbing details.  “Come to take my head?” 
 
    “If you’ll answer my questions, I’ll accept your surrender.”  In the back of my mind, I saw my menacing shadow-clones were no longer drawing mage-fire on the battlefield. 
 
    They’ve seen through my trick to bleed them dry of magic. 
 
    Silently, I called my shadow-shapes to me; a swirl of darkness that rushed into the helicopter, homing in on my body.  I swallowed the darkness with my own, waiting for Gray-suit to stop staring and give a response to my offer.   
 
    “You’re a real demon lord,” he said. 
 
    “I never claimed otherwise.” 
 
    “Will you at least provide medical aid for my men and promise us good treatment until we’re ransomed?” 
 
    “You expect your corporation to survive the hour?  That’s not going to happen.  Selene is very thorough. You owe me for trespass, and you owe Earth for your treason against her.” 
 
    He stared wide-eyed.  “What!?!” 
 
    “Someone told you I was a menace that needed to be taken down.  You agreed to try—for a price.  Does it matter that you didn’t know that I’m the only hope Earth has of surviving the extra-dimensional invasion that’s coming this way?  That’s a rhetorical question.  You don’t have to answer.  In working against me, you betrayed your world and now you think you can ask for terms?” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?”  
 
    “Later.  Let’s stop the war for now before I run out of people to mock, ridicule, harass, and punish.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY 
 
      
 
    “A gun to the head 
 
    gets honest answers.” 
 
      
 
                                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    We left the helicopter and headed toward the silent battlefield.  I suspected the mercs were dead.  If Colt spared anyone, it would be the magic-users, especially the kids close to his age.  Once, he’d have tried to save everyone.  Recently, I’d noticed him hardening up a little.   
 
    Selene said it had to do with mental feedback from his thirteen-year-old self who’d undertaken certain missions for her along the time stream; something she called the L5 Project.  Eventually, I was sure I’d get the whole story. 
 
    Meanwhile, I floated just off the powdery red soil with its nuggets of crimson cuprite and matching tufts of grass.  The choppers had landed inside the forest of thorns that ringed the estate.  Ahead, beyond the battlefield, the crimson fortress loomed high over everything in the area, foreboding and grim despite huge sheets of leaded stained glass, all of it red.  Only the gargoyles were missing from the rooftops.  As I went along, they fell in behind me, claws wet with blood. 
 
    “You got a name?” I asked Gray-suit. 
 
    “Josiah Stricklin, market development for Warlock Security L.L.C., offices in L.A., Dallas, Chicago, and Boston.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure you’re down an office by now.  From which of those did you launch this home invasion?” 
 
    “Home invasion?” 
 
    “Well, I live here with my wife and son.  And you invaded.  He’s ten-years-old.  Did you know coming here you might be murdering a child?” 
 
    “There’s always collateral damage in the war for peace of mind.  We accept that; even putting our own children on the line along with our revered elders; all fighting for their world as it once was.  Some would call that noble.” 
 
    “Would you happen to be Catholic?” I asked. 
 
    “I might.” 
 
    “Thought so.  It’s the Children’s Crusade all over again.  If the goal is considered worthy enough, any atrocity is acceptable.” 
 
    “You disagree?” 
 
    “No, but I’m a demon lord.  I’m not expected to have human values.  You are.  I suppose they got in the way of you making vice-president so you threw them away.” 
 
    “Something like that.  I do what needs to be done so America can sleep at night.” 
 
    “The same can be said for a good mattress.”  I finally got a glare out of the Tony Stark wanna-be.  That made me happy.  Very petty, I know, but a man must take his thrills where he can get them in this dim, abysmal world.   
 
    “I do have to commend you on that Disco Ball.  Wicked cool.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “You know, thinking about your warrior-mages, you just don’t have enough hot chicks on that team.  And what’s with the jail-bate fifteen-year-old?  Those aren’t real demons she’s raising.  Where are they coming from?” 
 
    “The mind of the girl.  Amy thinks they’re real, so they are.  She’s a psychogenesist.” 
 
    “She’s psycho all right.” 
 
    We passed bodies that were ripped brutally apart.  It didn’t bother me.  Or Stricklin either from what I could see.  I saw the two medics wandering from corpse looking for something to do.  They did find some living soldiers who’d managed to staunch their own bleeding while waiting for help—and morphine—to arrive. 
 
    When we got to the mages, they were sitting in a row, hands on their heads, legs crossed.  Colt was keeping an eye on them, mostly the fifteen-year-old demon caller.  He looked a little sweet on her.  As I came up behind him, he was giving her a pitch to join his harem.  Not that he had a good idea what a harem was for.  He knew I’d had such a collection, and his inner dragon was competitive. 
 
    “So, what about it?” Colt asked her.  “Your own room, big screen TV, and all the anime you can watch.” 
 
    “You want me for a sex slave?” she asked. 
 
    “Who said anything about kissing?” Colt asked. 
 
    “You said harem,” I pointed out.  “That word has certain connotations.  If I were you, I’d just ask for an oath of fealty.” 
 
    “Oh, thanks, Dad.  I didn’t know I was doing it wrong.” 
 
    The girl swung her wild stare to me.  “You can’t keep me here.  I’m an American.  I have rights!” 
 
    “In America, you do.  You’re not there.  You're in a sovereign kingdom with no extradition agreement to Earth.  That means we can simply throw all of you in our dungeon and let you rot.”  I turned to Stricklin.  “Didn’t you explain any of that to them before jumping them here?  They had a right to know you were exiling them as terrorists.” 
 
    “It would have been all right, he said, “if we’d won.  Hey, you had your own son out here fighting and you gave me crap?” 
 
    I pointed at myself.  “Again, demon lord; I’m expected to be hypocritical.” 
 
    An old man in the group lifted his hand, flagging Colt down.  “Excuse me, that room with the big screen TV, does it come with free meals?  I’m lactose intolerant.” 
 
    Colt passed right by him, pretending not to hear.  I didn’t blame him.  No one wants a decrepit pensioner in a harem.   
 
    There was a boy about twelve or thirteen, redheaded with freckles.  He had smoldering blue eyes and an air of intensity.  He whispered to the girl.  “Amy, don’t do it.  I’ll get you out of this somehow.  I promise, so hang tough.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say, Marty.”  She huffed.  “No one’s offering to turn you into a street-walking Barbie.” 
 
    “True,” I said, “but there are monster breeding farms on this moon.  He could be put out to do stud work.  Or maybe sent to the cuprite mines.”  I smiled and they flinched.  “But you know what?  We’ll probably just send you guys out through the thorn forest.  That’s monster-country.  A lot of Selene’s escaped experiments are out there and they’re always hungry.”  I shrugged.  “It’s not our fault if you can’t live off the land without getting eaten by something.  We didn’t invite you here.” 
 
     “If you’re trying to scare us,” Amy said, “you have.  But I won’t go without a fight!” 
 
    “Colt?  Why don’t you change and let her see your other self so she’ll realize fighting is not an option?” 
 
    “I don’t want her afraid of me,” he said.  “She won’t want to be my friend.” 
 
    I said, “If we need her to, your mom can always drop Amy’s IQ thirty or forty points.  Then she’ll be everybody’s friend.  Of course, you might have to remind her once and a while where to go potty, or just keep a litter box handy.” 
 
    Stricklin stared at me.  “You are good.  Got a background in psyops gaslighting?” 
 
    “No,” I said.  “Raised by demons.” 
 
    Marty glared at Stricklin.  “You got us into this.  Get us out.  Just tell him what he wants to know so he’ll let us go.” 
 
    “Why pay for what I can get free?  I’ll get my answers.  I have a fail-proof method.  I go down the line and just keep killing until someone speaks up.  Well, it could fail.  I mean, everybody could die if I get too carried away.” 
 
    “There are rules to war,” Stricklin said. 
 
    “No one on this moon ever signed onto the Geneva Convention,” I said.  “As absolute monarchs, we have the right to kill invaders, even those who’ve surrendered.” 
 
    Amy threw herself to her feet.  Her eyes flashed fire.  Her body shone with a red, infernal glow.  Her hands were out as she invoked a spell.   
 
    Colt and I stood there, letting her do her best.  I just hoped for better than imps this time. 
 
    Her voice lashed out.  “Custos infernus canis inferni prodeunt!” 
 
    I mentally translated: Guardian of hell, come forth, Hound of Death! 
 
    Stricklin looked at Amy.  “Honey, that’s not going to help.” 
 
    But the spell was cast.  A shimmer of red solidified into Cerberus, the three-headed dog of Hades.  Black as sin, the red-eyed beast drooled while snarling, looking around for its first meal.   
 
    Colt dazzled with red-copper light and suddenly his inner dragon was out to play.  It glowered down on the hell dog. 
 
    Cerberus leaped to rip out Colt’s throat. 
 
    Colt’s gold and red dragon simply opened his maw and snapped up the demon hound, crunching through the body.  Black blood spurted.  The hound had time for a brief yelp while getting swallowed whole.  Colt fanned his wings and whipped his tail.  He turned, displaying the flame pattern on his sides, and eyed Amy. 
 
    Quietly, she sat back down.  “Sorry.” 
 
    My heightened sense of smell brought me notice of a minor issue; Grandpa’s bowels had let go—a fear response to seeing a dragon pop out of a small boy.  Several of the other mages moved further away from Grandpa.   
 
    The only lingering defiance was from the young boy, Marty.  I strolled over to stand in front of him.  I looked him over.  He met my interest with what he thought was intestinal fortitude.  Funny how people who've never been tortured can be so sure of their toughness.   
 
    “So, I didn’t see you pulling rabbits out of your ass.  What do you do?” I asked. 
 
    He flushed, especially his ears.  This seemed like a sore point with him.  “I’m special.  My mother told me so.  We come from a long line of magic-users.  I just don’t know what form my magic will take yet.” 
 
    “It hasn’t kicked in, but the boy’s pedigree is good.  His potential is very high,” Stricklin said. 
 
    I stared at the corporate VP.  “You sent a kid into combat magically unarmed?” 
 
    And I thought I was a bastard. 
 
    Stricklin shrugged.  “We thought the shock of combat, the threat to his existence, would manifest his gift.  Worth a shot.” 
 
    Talk about throwing a non-swimmer into the deep end of the ocean. 
 
     I looked back to Marty.  “So, nothing, huh?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Amy leaned over and patted his knee. 
 
    Colt’s dragon narrowed his eyes.  He shook his head against some inner argument.  I think his “inner Colt” was suggesting that Marty would make good dragon kibble; less competition for Amy’s attention that way.  The dragon had refused.  He’d never run wild, needing to kill his own food for survival.  He was still finicky.   
 
    I suppose Colt knows he has plausible deniability for what his beast does now that he’s out, large, and in charge.  Kid’s innocence is definitely slipping.  About time. 
 
    I returned my mind to the prisoners.  I thought Selene might enjoy playing with Marty in her dungeon, presented with the possibility of a magical surprise hidden in his genes.  I stared back at Marty.  “Hey, kid, how’d you like a job as a dungeon master?” 
 
    “I’m not working for no stinking demon lord!  I-uh, did you say dungeon master?” 
 
    I brightened.  “Why yes.  You’d have control and responsibility for the prisoners; their care and feeding, locking up the monster’s in their cages when not in use, that kind of thing.” 
 
    He slanted a look at Amy.  I think he was picturing her scantily clad in a cage, at his mercy, dependent on him.  Clinging to him, her expressive eyes dark with fear.  He flushed again, ears turning red like traffic lights.  “I’ll, um, think about it.” 
 
    Grandpa lifted a hand.  “Does the job come with free food?  And maybe a clean pair of pants?” 
 
    I turned toward him and waved him over. 
 
    He stood and tottered out from the other prisoners.   
 
    I opened a shadow portal to the side and pointed.  “Go clean your ass up.” 
 
    “Thanks.”  He walked into the portal and let it swallow him.   
 
    “Where does that go to?” Stricklin asked. 
 
    I gave him my most evil smile.  “Why don’t you step through and find out?” 
 
    “I’m important.  I shouldn’t be part of thinning the herd,” he said. 
 
    Amy stared at the pool of darkness.  “Where did you send him?” 
 
    “That would be telling,” I said.  “If anyone wants to leave the party early, this is your chance.”   
 
    Looking at my wide grin, none of them took me up on my kind offer.   
 
    I closed the portal.  “Okay, Stricklin, I think I’ve got your people figured out.  You were mere puppets in the claws of another shadow organization that provided alien tech to you and sicced you on me.  That group is a middle man to the coming invaders.  Apparently, the Flawless of the future has discovered they need the help of organics to deal with me and my forces.  If you tell me everything you know about them, I’ll let you go back to Earth.  My word of honor as High King of Fairy.”  The peel of mission bells shivered the sky high above.  The seal of a king’s promise.  “What do you say?” 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
    “What about us?” Amy asked. 
 
    I laughed in the creepiest way possible.  Demon lords have a reputation to live down to. 
 
    She stood and left the others, walking courageously up to Colt’s dragon.  She went down to one knee and bowed her head.  “I accept your invitation to swear fealty to you, my lord.”  She stood.  “Now, where’s my room?” 
 
    “Amy!  No,” Marty cried.  “Don’t give in!  You’re better than that.” 
 
    The dragon shifted in a blaze of copper-red light and Colt stood there once more, yo-yo in hand.  “Cool.”  He waved at Amy and she fell back through a fold in space that distorted her a moment, taking her away.     
 
    I assumed she was inside the fortress now. 
 
    Colt’s gaze shifted to Marty.  “I’m tired of you.  I’m setting you free.”  Colt opened his mega-portal.  It was a deep-throated conduit able to jump worlds.  The tunnel glowed copper-red an open invitation to the unknown.  The two portal mages stood and without a word, walked into the portal, taking their chances.  Marty glared hate, turned from Colt, and walked into the portal.  The three leaving spurred the remaining mages to a mass exodus.   
 
    Colt was about to close the portal when the two medics ambled by and walked down its maw.   
 
    I guessed the two had seen it open and assumed it was their own people reclaiming them. 
 
    Colt closed the portal. 
 
    “Where did you send them,” I asked. 
 
    “Cleveland.” 
 
    I stared at him.  “Cleveland!  You monster.  Have you no pity?” 
 
    “We have an office in Chicago,” Stricklin said.  “They can get there in five and a half hours by renting a car.” 
 
    “Did your team come from the Chicago office?” I’d asked once before but he’d never said.  I was kind of curious where Selene had gone to. 
 
    “Yeah,” Stricklin said.  We launched straight off our corporate tower there.” 
 
    “Then I wouldn’t expect it to still be standing.  I hope you weren’t fond of that building.” 
 
    “Damn,” he said.  “They might assume that’s my fault.” 
 
    “If you need a job,” I said, “I’m hiring.  I can use a man with no scruples or conscience.  What do you say?” 
 
    Stricklin smiled.  “Let’s talk numbers.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    “A prophet is not without honor as 
 
    long as he can swing a sword.” 
 
      
 
                                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I was back into my disguise as the prophet of the Shadow God, my real face hidden by Zero-T’s magically animated ceramic mask.  I had already been to all the surrounding cities near the capital, setting up shrines.  That phase of the operation was over.  This trip was about building support among the Black Dragon Clan.  I already had inroads with the cadet house, but not the main family.   
 
    In the shadow sector of the city, most of the dragons wore black.  The locals policed themselves, which sometimes created tension with the Red Clan peacekeepers.  Black dragons were shadows in the sky, keeping a watchful eye.  The occupations were varied.  There also seemed to be more foot traffic on the sidewalks than normal.   
 
    I think they’re looking for me.  Word will have gotten out that I can level up anyone using void magic, and that I do it easily and cheaply. 
 
    I stopped by a small market and went.  Void magic was in use, swallowing enough heat to produce an air-conditioned effect.  This would keep the produce fresh longer.  I went past some of the bins, looking over the corralled items brought in from outlying farms and other continents.  There were species similar to those from Earth and others whose ancestors had been imported from Fairy or one of the goblin worlds.   And still others native to the Dragon World that Earth and Fairy had never seen.   
 
    One bin held pretzel-like tubers the size of small melons.  The outer skin was pinkish-mauve.  It smelled a bit like strawberry cream cheese.  Dragon World ice cream came in such flavors as well as: roadkilled sunworm, arctic ocean eel, cave-fruit, and pickleweed delight. 
 
    I moved on and found some miniature dragon-fruit trees.  Some world-hopping dragon had brought the fruit to this world ages ago and this was the result of dragon magic tinkering with it.  I think it had been imported for its name alone.  Dragons love things named after themselves. Though I’d never seen dragonflies in any of the wetlands here, I’d seen snapdragons potpourri in fragrance shops.  I passed a shelf with some of the bright flowers in small basket displays. 
 
    A lady wearing a white apron over her clothes intercepted me with a smile.  “Hello, there.  Can I help you find something?” 
 
    “Is this your store?” 
 
    “Yes, it is.”   
 
    “Where do you keep your spices?” 
 
    “Oh!  Right, this way.”  She walked off, leading me around to a back aisle.  Her hand fanned toward the wall where sealed paper packets had pictures of various herbs on them.  There were chunks chipped off of salt licks and packets of sea salt as well as various flavors of seaweed.  Beyond the spices were boxes of teas.  Orange pekoe and dragon pearl black tea. 
 
    “You don’t have cayenne pepper?” I put a lot of surprise into my voice as if all the best markets had to carry it. 
 
    “Kie-yann pehper?”  
 
    “Yes.  It’s an Earth import.  A hot spice that takes a real dragon to handle.” 
 
    “I don’t know this spice.  Just a moment.  Let me call my husband.”  She hurried away. 
 
    While waiting to be picked up by the Black Dragon Clan, I was drumming up business.  Some of my cactus demons in the southwest grew their own peppers and hand-grounded it for various farmer’s markets.  Short-sighted of them but I was about to open up a whole new market for them that would pay much better. 
 
     The lady returned with her husband.  He was a massive brute, a good six-and-a-half feet tall.  His eyes were dark, like his hair, and his brow wore what seemed to be a permanent crease or two.  “Not finding what you’re looking for?” he asked. 
 
    “I wanted some cayenne pepper.”  I formed a mini-portal to Earth and grabbed some from my demon clan’s pantry.  A capped, half-full bottle dropped into my hand.  There were pictures of the red peppers on the label.  I closed the portal and handed the bottle to the grocer.  “This is cayenne pepper.  It’s a hot spice, an acquired taste, and you do not want to ever get any of it in your eyes.” 
 
    He took the plastic bottle from my hand and opened the lid to peer in.  He took a sniff and looked at me.  “Can I sample this?” 
 
    “Go ahead,” I said. 
 
    He tilted and gently tapped the bottle over his open mouth.  A clump of red powder fell onto his tongue.  He closed his mouth and worked his tongue around.  He coughed.  “Not bad.  If I wanted to stock this…” 
 
    “Well, now that you mention it, I do have some friends on Earth that grow the spice.  Using the hub gates would make it expensive to import but there are other ways.”  I was thinking of the dwarven door in my Malibu house that could access other worlds. My minions could use that door deliveries.  “I can get you a six-pound container that you could repackage for a mere five-ounce bar of silver.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes widened dramatically.  “That much?” 
 
    “Cheap for the price.  It’s rare.  The high-end restaurants alone will snap it up in a feeding frenzy when they know you have it.  So far, the only place that has this that I know of is the royal palace’s kitchen.  Put out the word that it’s Kur’s favorite spice and you won’t be able to keep enough of it in stock.”  I held my hand out for the bottle.  They gave it back reluctantly.  “Of course, if you’re not interested in making a lot of money, we can just forget the whole thing.” 
 
    “No, we’re interested,” the man said.  “But it would nice to test the market first.” 
 
    “I understand.”  I opened another portal, this one to a popular grocery store on Earth.  Through the portal, my godly senses located the object I wanted.  I pulled in a six-pound jug and closed the portal.  I held out the jug.  “Here.  If you have any left in a week’s time, you don’t have to pay me.  Fair?” 
 
    “You’re going to wait for your payment?” the woman asked. 
 
    Her husband frowned; perhaps afraid her question would make me change my mind. 
 
    “Sure,” I said.  I am the true prophet of the God of Shadows.  If anyone cheats me, they cheat my god.  It’s not a mistake that gets repeated.” 
 
    The man’s eyes widened.  More furrows appeared on his brows.  “I’ve heard of you.  You go around tuning up people’s magic.” 
 
    “Not for free,” I said.  “And only shadow magic users.” 
 
    “We’re shadow magic users,” the woman said. 
 
    “I happen to be running a two for one special right now,” I said, “for only five ounces of silver.” 
 
    The two exchanged considering glances and then nodded to each other.  They were hooked.  I tuned their chakra points and had them try out their magic.  The air-conditioning went to sub-zero for a minute before they scaled it back to a reasonable level, all smiles.  They happily paid me and I arranged to come back in a week so they could close the deal on the ground peppers. 
 
    There were a few other shoppers in the store that followed me outside.  They stopped me, waving coins.  Soon, I had a whole crowd and was forced to find a little park where I could do the tunings without disrupting foot traffic. 
 
    Yeah, word has definitely gotten around. 
 
    I tuned a lot of people up, just finishing the crowd when two big dragons showed up in human form, in black leather with swords on their backs and hard looks like their faces had been carved from rock.  One of them stood directly in front of me while the other glared at the others, discouraging lingering.  Once the crowd was gone, the two crossed their arms, standing beside each other like bookends. 
 
    I had a shadow portal floating beside me that I’d been feeding my coins into.  I closed it and continued to sit there on a low wall.  They thought they were making me nervous.   
 
    I smiled at that misconception. 
 
    “Something funny?” one of them asked. 
 
    “Just you guys.  You do know that the last two goons who tried to take me in were chopped into pieces for their disrespect, right?” 
 
    The two slanted looks at each other. 
 
    I widened my smile.  “Oh, you didn’t know.  Someone just sent you to your deaths without warning.  How mean.  Do you two need a few moments to make your peace with my god?” 
 
    The one on my right said, “I don’t believe in gods.” 
 
    I smiled and poured out shadow magic into the air.  Behind me, looming up for miles into the sky, a three-dimensional shadow formed with golden lightning eyes.  The shape glared down at them.   
 
    I pointed up in case, somehow, they’d missed it. “He’s deciding which of you to kill first,” I explained. 
 
    “That’s just an illusion,” the one on my right said.  “Good trick though.”  
 
    I added a sword of darkness to my shadow-shape, edging the blade with lightning jags.   The shadow man lifted the sword in obvious menace. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. 
 
    The one on my left spoke again.  “We were told not to believe anything we saw; that belief would only feed your power.” 
 
    “Belief does feed my power,” I admitted.  “But that doesn’t mean one of you isn’t seconds away from death.” 
 
    The book ends slanted each other looks.  I didn’t bother to try and decipher them.  No one ever accused me of being a sympathetic god.  Still… 
 
    The sword came down between them, cutting deep into the ground before being lifted into the sky once more.  Both soldiers were left intact. 
 
    “He’s giving you a last chance to repent and live.  Don’t ask me why.”   I needed to let them take me in or I wasn’t going to get anywhere.  I just wanted to go on my own terms. 
 
    Of course, I only need one of them for that. 
 
    The goon on the left knelt down and touched the edge of the sword cut.  “Feels damn real.” 
 
    A flicker of doubt appeared in the eyes of the goon on the right.   
 
    The sword came down and split him evenly in half.  The shadow sword faded out.  The two halves of the goon crumpled to the ground, shooting out blood and spilling entrails in a slithery mess.  Most of the blood sprayed up like a fountain.  Some of it speckled the other goon’s black leathers.  The force of my will kept my self clean. 
 
    Gods don’t have dry cleaning bills. 
 
    The surviving goon looked up at the looming shadow.  I replaced the sword with a knobby mace.  The shadow shape lifted it over his head as I imagined him doing so. 
 
    The remaining soldier dropped to both knees.  “I believe.  I believe.  I believe!” 
 
    I stood up, pushing off the low wall.  Reaching down, I pulled him to his feet, ghosting my hand into his body, retuning his chakra points.  He blinked as my intangible hand left his skull.   
 
    “The God of Shadows blesses you.  Do not waste the life he allows you to keep.” 
 
    “I feel different.” 
 
    “Those who follow the God of Shadows share in his strength.  What do you normally use your shadow power for?” 
 
    “Stealth.  Swallowing sight and sound.  I can fill a room with heavy darkness.” 
 
    “So, you were already halfway to believing in living shadow.  That’s why you’re alive.  Try your power out now.” 
 
     His arm swung up, his palm pointing off to the side.  The space between his eyes creased with effort.  A room-sized shadow appeared beside him.  It shivered and shot up to become a tower stabbing into the upper atmosphere. 
 
    “Not bad at all,” I said. 
 
    “That came out of me?” 
 
    “Such blessings are for the Black Dragon Clan.  I have come to lift all of you from the disrespect of the past, but I will not be disrespected myself.  Clear?” 
 
    “Very clear.  Honor me with your presence and allow me to show you the way to my clan head.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Lead on.” 
 
    He turned and walked off with no thought for his dead friend.  I strolled past the corpse, looking down at him.  “I bet you believe in gods now, huh?” 
 
    He had no answer of course.   
 
    I followed my convert from the park, along the street, lifting myself off the ground by letting void magic eat a little of the gravity pulling on me.  I drifted up beside my guide.  “If you get tired of walking, you could always float like me.” 
 
    Still walking, he slanted me a look.  “I can do that?” 
 
    “Try.” 
 
    He got several steps before scraping up enough belief to change his reality.  His feet came up off the sidewalk.  He wobbled and flailed a little but quickly found his point of balance.  Looking at me, his tough-guy face melted in pure joy.  “Incredible.” 
 
    “So long as you walk with the God of Shadows, anything is possible except boredom.” 
 
    The only thing that ever limits a magic-user is natural ability and imagination.  Most of them can’t do mind-blowing miracles because they don’t believe it’s possible.  A little faith goes a long way. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked, 
 
    “Gryndur.” 
 
     “Remember, Gryndur, loyalty to one’s god comes before all others.  And those who are your brothers and sisters in faith are your truest family, even above clan.” 
 
    “This kind of thinking will change the world,” Gryndur said. 
 
    “That’s why I’ve come.  A great evil is about to fall upon your world.  Millions will die.  I’m trying to save what I can.  Those that fight me are the enemies of all dragon kind.” 
 
    I rose higher in the air gaining speed.  Without thinking about it, he kept pace.  “A great evil?” 
 
    “Something like an insane god.  Your civilization is going to crash and burn for a while so the God of Shadows is giving your clan this power; so, all can rise from the ashes, so you can lead in those days, taking the place of the Silver Clan.” 
 
    “We will replace the silvers?” 
 
    “Unless your leaders defile themselves with disbelief.  Then, I don’t know what will happen to your world, your people.  This is a turning point in history.  You are either for me or about to die.  It’s just that simple.  Now, which way from here.” 
 
    We were well above the buildings.  Gryndur looked surprised, seeing this.  He got over it quickly, pointing out what looked like a five-story castle on a small hill.  The stone keep was built from obsidian; the black glass all glossy in the sunlight.  The property was thick with great gnarled trees that had grown for thousands of years.  The trees were black as well with massive limbs like octopus tentacles.  Above the keep, a black flag flew.  Solid black, nothing else on it.   
 
    “There!” Gryndur said. 
 
      
 
     
 
     
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    “I believe in myself.  It 
 
    would be a crime not to.” 
 
      
 
                                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Security on the roof was as heavy as at the front gates, to be expected since this is a world where everyone can turn into a dragon and fly.  We came down onto the obsidian keep and were surrounded by guards at once.  One of them looked at Gryndur in puzzlement.  “Where’s Scnarrsh?” 
 
    “He didn’t make it.  Is our lord ready to receive the prophet?  He shouldn’t be made to wait.”  Gryndur spoke without inflection but the captain of the guard seemed to find his words galvanizing.  
 
    “Scnarrsh is dead!”  The question begged for illumination. 
 
    “May we proceed?” Gryndur asked. 
 
    “We will escort you down.”  The captain and most of his watch escorted me toward a six-sided cupola with a dome roof.  One side was open, allowing us to just walk in onto a spiral stairwell leading down into the keep.  Several of the watchmen went first.  The rest followed Gryndur and me.  The stairs were walled in, lacking handrails. 
 
    The sound of clumping feet preceded us—probably on purpose.  This enclosed design amplified sound so those below were notified of visitors on the stairs.  Had an attacking force taken out the roof watch, this would have prevented a stealthy invasion.  In fact, next landing down, we hit a room full of guardsmen.  They were ready for trouble, eyes sharp, hands on the hilts of their swords. 
 
    The captain of the roof watch boomed his words.  “Gryndur has returned alone with the target.  Scnarrsh is dead.”  With that, the roof guards returned to their post, their faces like stone.  
 
    The Floor Captain jerked as if slapped by the news.  “Dead?  On a simple retrieval?”  His eyes sought out Gryndur.  “Explain.” 
 
    “He offended the Prophet so the God of Shadows struck him down from on high.” 
 
    “But you were spared?” The man narrowed his eyes.  “Or were you turned?” 
 
    Gryndur stared back, suddenly stiff with anger.  “Call back your words or draw your sword.” 
 
    The Captain laughed.  “Don’t throw your life away.  You can’t match me.” 
 
    “Once, that was true,” Gryndur said, “but the hand of the God of Shadows has blessed me.  Do not make me repeat myself.” 
 
    The Captain drew his sword, a metallic scraping sound loud in the room.  There was a flicker of darkness in the room, like black lightning striking.  In the aftermath, with the wall lamps lighting the room again, the Captain lay on his face, his body severed at the waist.  Gryndur stood where he’d been before the darkness came.   
 
    I knew he’d made this kill because I hadn’t done a thing.   
 
    Damn!  I’ve created a force of nature.  With enough converts like this, I’ll own this planet—even more than I already do. 
 
    Several of the remaining guards drew swords.   
 
    Gryndur glowered their way.  “I will give you one chance to repent in honor the one chance I was given.  Sheath your weapons.  You are keeping the prophet waiting as well as our lord.” 
 
    Something in the man’s voice convinced the others.  Or they realized this problem was their lord’s to resolve.  They sheathed their swords and led the way down a hall.  Eventually, they escorted us down a new stairwell.  We went down several floors and the walls of the stairwell vanished.  A railing took its place.  We were in plain sight of a large host gathered in a great hall, descending to meet them.   
 
    Coming around the spiral time and again, I absorbed the details.  The ground floor was packed with men in black armor.  They stood in casual ranks, facing a raised dais and an obsidian pair of thrones.  The lord on the throne was a large figure, unarmored, wearing black silk robes and a crown of obsidian.  His face was haggard and worn but not particularly aged.  His hair and beard were black, free of silver streaks.  His deep-set eyes caught mine as I stepped away from the stairs, off the landing.  
 
    If there was a message in that stare, I couldn’t read it.  It was like his void magic had long ago swallowed his core emotions.   
 
    Playing poker with this man would be interesting. 
 
    Our escort led us along the back hall until we could take the middle aisle to the dais, walking between two masses of warriors.  I could feel their stares drilling into my back after passing.  This was not quite the reception I thought I’d be getting.  These people were taking me very seriously.   
 
    I wonder why. 
 
    We stopped at the foot of the dais.  Gryndur bowed to his lord.  “I have brought the prophet as ordered.” 
 
    “I can see that.”  The lord’s gaze remained fixed on me.  “You are the voice of the God of Shadows?” 
 
    “I am.”  And the rest of Him, too. 
 
    “I have waited all my life for this moment as have generations before me.  The ancient prophecy was given in the savage times before nations and the later wars to unite them under a king.  At the dawn of time, the God of Shadows walked among us, honoring our family, teaching us, igniting the dark spark of magic in our souls.  Before the God of Shadows left us and the long silence came, we were told to endure, to be patient, that in some future age he would return to restore our family’s fallen glory.” 
 
    Damn!  There was a God of Shadows. 
 
     The lord lifted a scroll from his lap.  He unrolled it but didn’t turn the scroll to reveal what it contained.  “From the ancient writings, all of us know the true form of the Shadow God.  Let his spirit come upon you, prophet; show us the proof of who you claim to be.  We have many among us who doubt.” 
 
     I suspected that, at some point, I was going back in time to prophecy to these people about my present mission and to give them that scroll they held.  To my mind, me paving the way for me was all that made sense of this moment.  I just hoped I was right. 
 
    I lifted my hands and looked upward with a thousand-yard stare as if the heavens were opening to me.  I let my voice roll like thunder.  “God of Shadows, come!  Show your people your true face!” 
 
    I covered myself in shadow, taking on my god-form, pushing golden wings out of my back, shaping a dark blade that jutted from my right fist, its edges crackling with golden jags.  I lifted that sword—and my entire body—into the air, hovering five feet up.   
 
    Increasing the boom of my voice, I added a touch of spooky distortion.  “I have come!” 
 
    The lord stood and turned the parchment outward.  There was writing: prophecy.  And my god-form was there, hand-drawn, fins and sword, black and gold for all to see; a rather nice watercolor that had been preserved through time by magic.  The ink and pigments looked fresh as if they’d just dried. 
 
    Ah, I guessed right. 
 
    The lord’s voice rolled out.  “Whoever still questions the presence among us, step forth, make your challenge, and die with your sword in hand!” 
 
    The warriors in the room stood still and silent as a vast hush possessed the space, broken only by the snap of current around me.  No one took up the challenge. 
 
    I lowered myself to the floor and dispelled my god-form, letting the illusion of the prophet return.  The lord walked up to me and knelt with humility I didn’t expect.  “You have chosen me and my clan to bear your banner, your word, and your will to the rest of the world.  I await your blessing.” 
 
    Oh, clever!  He’s just given himself my endorsement, relegating me to upholding his power.  And didn’t even ask permission.  This guy is good, but I’m better. 
 
    I held out my hand.  “My god wants his scroll back.  It has sentimental value and has served its purpose.” 
 
    He hesitated.  The thing was a family heirloom, a keystone in private religious instruction that they had kept secret in the clan for ages.  I had to insist, making the point that revelations now would come from me alone. 
 
    Slowly, he offered the scroll, still no emotion in his face. 
 
    I touched the scroll and shadow claimed the document, whisking it away into nowhere. 
 
    A small gasp swept across the Great Hall. 
 
    Perfect.  I’ll just take it back in time and give it to the ancient Black Dragon Clan. 
 
    The clan lord still waited. 
 
    “Stand,” I said. 
 
    He did.  With an immaterial hand, I reached into him and reset his chakra points.  While I was at it, I engraved a demon curse on the back of his skull. The first time he knowingly acted against my best interests, his head would explode off his body.   
 
    My hand came out of his skull, and still, no expression.   
 
    “Someone bring me a shield,” I ordered. 
 
    One of our escorts had one.  It was offered to me.  I shook my head.  “Hold it up toward the Clan Head.” 
 
    The warrior complied. 
 
    I shifted stance so I could see both the face of the shield and the lord.  The shield was plain black.  I pointed at it, my eyes on the lord.  “A new gift has been given to you.  Strike the shield with your fist.” 
 
    He looked at me.  Then the shield.  Shrugged, and in a blur, his fist struck.  There was a snarl of black lightning around his hand and a thunderclap.  The shield was shattered and the man holding it thrown backward a good dozen feet.  Protected by shadow, I was unruffled.  The lord though hadn’t braced himself; he slid backward and almost fell off the back of the dais.   
 
    Recovering his balance, he came back, looking at the smoldering bits of shield and then at his own fist.  For the first time, I saw emotion in him: deep satisfaction.  The man tossed into the crowd was put on his feet.  He looked shaken but otherwise fine. 
 
    “You will bless us all?” the lord asked. 
 
    “No,” I said.  “Send to your brother.  Ask him for his healer, Quell.  The Shadow is upon her.  She will come and all who are worthy will be blest.  I have a coming battle to prepare for.  You can help me by tending my shrines and preparing these and other shelters for the great devastation that is coming.  Stockpile, medicine, food, and water for swift distribution.  Organize the Black Clan to rise up and stand against the Silver Whore.  Her abominations are many and her judgment is at hand.” 
 
    The lord grinned at that.  Apparently, he had deeply buried grudges that were surfacing.  “It will be a pleasure.” 
 
    I continued with my message: “Many cities will burn.  Parts of this one will be lost.  The rule of Kur over the clans is ending.  The forsaken one, the true golden king, is returning for he is anointed by the God of Shadows to lead the Dragon World against the Great Invader.  The clans can no longer fight among themselves or the enemy will devour all.  When the cities burn with unnatural fire, you will know the Great Misfortune is at hand.” 
 
    I wrapped shadows around myself and made them into a portal edged in lightning.  I fell through time and made allowances for solar system drift and the orbits of the Dragon World.  Without that last bit of instinctive tinkering, a temporal jump would have stranded me in deep space somewhere.  Time travelers that can’t compensate for galactic movement over time very seldom come back from their first time-slip. 
 
    Moving outside of time, I used my god-senses to confirm my arrival point upon the world of the distant past.  Darkness peeled off of me.  I stood in a wilderness where one day, Capital City would be built.  
 
    Not any time soon though. 
 
    I turned and scanned the area.  Wilderness.  Sturdy vegetation used to dry conditions.  Stunted trees in the distance.  Some mountains blue with distance.  There was no sign of a village.  I rose in the air and drifted, looking for signs of the warring clans of this age.  I especially needed the black clan.  I tried to dredge up from memory what part of the world they’d originally come from.  Moving at god-speed, I scanned the sky for dragons in flight.  It would be generations before dragons developed swords strong enough to pierce dragon scale.  In this time, it was pretty much dragon-on-dragon combat.  I sought out the great rivers, knowing civilizations thrived where water was easily attained. 
 
    From the perspective of the upper atmosphere, my god-senses located a river city under attack by silver dragon packs.  Walls of darkness were holding back bellows of solar-fire—barely.  Void magic in this time was just getting developed.   
 
    I fell toward the conflict with a smile on my face.  Taking inspiration from Selene’s dragon-god form, I gave myself the shadow-shape of a dragon a hundred times the size of any ever known. 
 
    Prepare yourselves for the mother of all culture shocks!  The God of Shadows has come! 
 
    I screamed like a rusty hinge, shivering the air, sending notice ahead of me.  Filling half the sky, I lashed my tail and dropped a rain of black lightning just short of the city.  Silver dragons died in massive numbers.  Rallying from the barrage, some of the silvers managed to turn my way and stab upward with their solar-breaths.   
 
    My darkness drank every attack as it neared.  Giving them one more scream, I shifted, staying giant, becoming human-shaped with golden fin-like wings stabbing out of my back.  My eyes were pools of golden dragon magic.  Each enemy I saw received a savage bolt of golden lightning that burst them like balloons, showering the ground with entrails, blood, and shredded dragon.  The last few silvers retreated at top speed.   
 
    I could have stopped them but wanted this story to spread.  
 
    You do not fuck with the God of Shadow. 
 
    Even though the silver dragons were gone, the village kept the air above it dark with umbrellas of shadow magic.  That made sense.  They didn’t yet know me.  And seeing what I had just done, they were unsure they wanted to. 
 
    I landed, feet of shadow crumpling silver corpses as I walked to the city gates.  I stood there where the flames of the silver attack still burned.  Peering down, I waited, figuring non-action would give them time to think and hopefully push through their fear.  After a few minutes, the dark barriers went down.  The gate opened.  A small group of black dragons in human form trudged out.  They approached slowly.   
 
    As they came closer, I compressed my god-form to the same size as them.  I pulled shadow off my fake face, then absorbed my shadow and dragon magic so that my prophet persona confronted them. 
 
    My change in aspect encouraged them; their steps came faster.  As they stopped in front of me, they bowed with respect.  The one in the middle was large, black with a wave of silver in it.  He carried his weapon on his back while most of the others had come unarmed to show goodwill.  And stupidity. 
 
    He said, “I greet the one who has delivered our city.  You have our gratitude.” 
 
    I opened a floating patch of shadow and reached in, pulling out the scroll I’d taken from the future.  “Here.”  I held it out. 
 
    He took the scroll.  “What is this?” 
 
    “Power and prophecy,” I said.  “In a time far from now, I will lift your clan above all enemies.  On that day, I will return to accept your oaths of allegiance.  Until then, endure, train hard, and study the way of shadows.” 
 
    I moved close to him, my intangible hands thrusting into his body, charging and tuning his chakras.  I left him with an understanding of certain principles that had been lacking, then withdrew my touch. 
 
    He staggered back.  “What have you done?” 
 
    “I have given you the blessing of the God of Shadows.  Lift your hand and form a wall of darkness,” I said. 
 
    He lifted his hand and a moment later, a great dome of blackness cut off the sky.   
 
    I formed a ball of golden light so we could see each other.   
 
    “Your people will be great.  In the age of the Golden King, you will not be appreciated, but bear allegiance faithfully.   A golden child, an outcast from his clan, will one day raise you up as his own trusted army.  Prepare yourselves for that day.” 
 
    The man with the silver streak stared at me.  “Who are you?  How can we know these things are true?”  He pulled in his darkness and waited for an answer. 
 
    “I speak for the God of Shadow.  The scroll I have given you has his true image and a list of events that will occur.  Time will confirm all I’ve said.  Until the Great Misfortune, hide the word of the Shadow God among your people and do not speak of these truths to outsiders.  Now, lead me inside.  I’ve decided to lay claim to your hospitality.” 
 
    And your young maidens for a while.   
 
    An infusion of my Villager DNA had to happen because it already did, messing with time.  I didn’t really care.   
 
    It will work out somehow. 
 
    The children I planned to leave behind would take the shadow magic of this time through the roof.  Sure, impregnating the pretty girls was going to be a hard, grueling task but someone had to do it. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    “Assassins spell that word with two 
 
    asses. That’s because they love to 
 
    strike while a man’s pants are down.” 
 
      
 
                                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    For the sake of the world—yes, that my story—I fucked my way through most of the village virgins.  It’s hard to keep a shadow out of where it needs to slip.  On the dragon world, sexual experimentation by the inexperienced wasn’t frowned upon by a community, unless a member of another dragon clan was involved.  I was half golden dragon but technically not a member of a dragon clan.  It was generally assumed I was a black dragon because of my shadow magic.  I didn’t tell anyone any different.  That was my secret. 
 
    By the time anyone noticed my mostly nocturnal activities, I was about done.  This mission had taken a week and a half but no time would be lost from the future since I could go back to the very moment I left.  One of these girls was a do-over because she was a bit of a freak and had strong magic in her.  She’d made me promise to come back, loving the idea that a child of hers might have the power I’d shown. 
 
    Her room was a loft in her parent’s home, not ideal for a tryst.  I whisked her away in a veil of shadows, off into the night, settling us both in a grove of willows near the river.  A cool wind wagged by as the land gave up the heat acquired through the day.  The water sound was a soft murmur in the night, and overhead, beyond our shelter, a sliver of a moon hung, adding silver to the river. 
 
    I’d just finished sharing a second climax with the girl when I smelled magic on the wind and felt a portal opening that no one in this time should have been able to manage except me.  I kissed my partner and whispered.  “There may be trouble.  Get dressed and go back while I check it out.” 
 
    “Should I get the night watch?” she whispered. 
 
    “No.  If I can’t handle it, they won’t be able to.”   
 
    I wrapped myself in shadow and wove through the grove, following the scent of magic.  On the far side, one step from exposure, I stopped and looked out.  There was motion—pale, waxy creatures that looked half-human, half bug.  They had long wastes and scythe-like hands, scuttling on legs with extra joints and backward knees.  Their faces had ant mandibles and glass-like antennas poking out of knobs where real noses should have been.  They marched out of a yellow vortex, chittering their hunger.  I saw no sign of weapons or clothes.   
 
    I guess they don’t need either.   
 
    My stomach fluttered and the hairs at the nape of my neck bristled as a feeling of déjà vu fluttered through me.  I had the oddest feeling that I’d encountered this bunch before—though details eluded me. 
 
    They seemed intent on circling the grove rather than entering it, which meant that if they’d come to finish me off, they didn’t know exactly where I was.  I had the element of surprise.   
 
    Excellent!  I’ll just jump out and… 
 
    A flare of copper-red light lit up the night.  A disk opened: Colt’s portal. 
 
    …do nothing.  Oh, well.  Let Colt have his fun. 
 
    Wearing his black hoodie with the white skull, Colt had leaped into view—not his usual self, but the thirteen-year-old version.  And he wasn’t alone.  Julia followed; a pair of western six-guns strapped low on her hips.   
 
    Brother and sister, saving the day! 
 
    I didn’t want to inhibit anyone with my presence, or distract my kids at a critical moment, so—with a burning thought—I wrote my You-don’t-see-me spell on my back and activated it.  Under the cover of magic, I stepped out from the willow fronds for a better look. 
 
    Colt’s portal continued to expel bodies.  An older Zahra came next.  After her, I saw two others: a male fey with the glitter of ice magic around him and a girl in a black school uniform.  She struck a chord in my memory.  I’d seen her face in my dreams once or twice.   And there, buried in my mind like a snapshot, was an image of her staring at me with soulful eyes.   
 
    I knew her, and yet I didn’t.   
 
    There were five of them.  That struck a chord.  Selene had said something about having a Legion of Five handling a time war for her.  I hadn’t realized that an older version of Colt was part of that five.   I was interested in what kind of chops the team had.  They were certainly fearless if nothing else.   
 
    Colt occupied the center of a lightning storm, copper-red bolts peeling off of him, winding like serpents, biting chunks out of the insect men.  Zahra was mostly human in form, but had the fangs and claws of a big cat, leaping, swerving, dodging with rolls while delivering vicious counter strikes.  The weirdest thing was she fought with her eyes closed, guided by an inner vision of the future, slipping attacks she could see coming in the immediate future.  Her movements were both bestial and beautiful, a kind of wild dance. 
 
    Julia stayed near her, demonstrating a wide array of martial art kicks while pistol-whipping and shooting strategically.   
 
    The fey boy iced-over his opponents while slashing with an enchanted silver sword.  On one occasion, as his sword got momentarily stuck in an insectoid rib-cage, he created a javelin of ice to stab another creature coming for him.  He had Izumi’s hair and a slightly more masculine version of her face. 
 
    Izumi has trained him well.  Or maybe I will in the future.  Multiple timelines make my head hurt. 
 
    The girl in the boy’s school uniform wore a rapier I’d seen before, belonging to my cousin Kinsey.  The girl had azure skin and short-cropped indigo hair that spiked in all directions.  Her eyes were pure gold, metallic, like Kinsey’s—showing dragon blood.  Her azure skin and indigo hair could have come from the Old Man.  It hit me that she was out of the future timeline, probably my future little sister from Kinsey and the Old Man, now that they were married.   
 
    The girl in the black uniform wore the rapier but didn’t use it.  Instead, she wielded a blue crystal sword that was bigger than she was.  An ocean wind swept through, scented with ozone, as her sword erupted with blue jags of lightning—which made sense if she were the Old Man’s daughter and had inherited his storm magic. 
 
    If the fey male was my yet-to-be-born kid through Izumi, then the Legion of Five was a family affair, except for Zahra, odd girl out.  Thinking it all over, I grinned.   
 
    My very own Teen Titans. 
 
    The insect men were cut down in swarths, splattering the grown with green ichors instead of blood.  Their screams and screeches ripped the night, lessening as the wounded were finished off without mercy—not that they asked for any. 
 
    Colt rode his electrical storm up to the enemy portal and pumped all that raging power inside to travel the conduit back to wherever the portal had come from.  If there were magic-users on the other side, maintaining the gateway, they’d quickly be flash-fried into crispy critters. 
 
    The yellow portal imploded and vanished.   
 
    No more insect men will be coming through here for a while. 
 
    But a sixth figure immerged from Colt’s portal.   
 
    The Legion of Five, Plus One? 
 
    He wore a white hoodie with a black skull covering most of the front—a black-and-white inversion of what Colt wore.  And he had two machinegun pistols hanging on him by straps.  He wore the steel-toe boots that I favored and black jeans.  I saw him sweep his hood back, revealing a face I recognized; my face, though younger.  He wore a fey-silver headband.  I wondered if that was why I currently had no memories of this event from the past. 
 
    Apparently, my thirteen-year-old self hangs out with the Legion of Five and I’m not supposed to know about.   
 
    The reason for that seemed obvious; Selene’s need to protect the future timeline.  I had no doubt that after each mission, the silver band would be removed, taking precious memories from me.   
 
    I couldn’t help but feel cheated. 
 
    One day, when the Flawless is finally defeated, I will take back those memories.  They are mine after all.   
 
    My younger self strolled up to a wounded, chittering insectoid and gave him a face full of explosive ammo. 
 
    Well, at least I’m having fun. 
 
    That other me made the rounds of the wounded, dispatching them with bursts of gun-fire.  “You should have left more for me to do,” he complained. 
 
    “Not our fault you came late to the party,” Zahra said.   
 
    The fey boy iced over an insectoid and gave him a brutal kick that shattered him into pieces.  “Pull up your pants a little bit faster next time,” he said. 
 
    I arched an eyebrow, wondering who I’d been fucking. 
 
    “I tried,” my younger self said.  “But Izumi was close to coming and insisted I push her over the edge before I could go.” 
 
    “Yeah, boy-slut, blame it on the girl,” Julia said. 
 
    Izumi!  Wait, I didn’t meet her that early in life—that I know of.  Another sucker-punch.  She’s been keeping secrets, too.  Damn!  It makes me wonder what else I don’t know. 
 
    I thought of the black iron gargoyles that piss acid from the roof of Selene’s fortress. 
 
    If those fuckers wind up being related to me, too, I’ll shit a Buick. 
 
    My inner dragon opened golden eyes in the back shadows of my mind.  Don’t make promises you can’t keep. 
 
    I grinned.  Actually, I was going to leave the defecation up to you.   
 
    Really?  Why don’t I just eat my way through a junkyard and poop you up a custom Mustang while I’m at it? 
 
    Fine with me. 
 
    The last of the enemy was pulverized.  I watched the Legion of Five—plus one—retreat into Colt’s portal.  The portal closed and the night’s darkness rushed back in. 
 
    Show’s over, my dragon said. 
 
    No.  I feel a bending in time and space.  Something else is coming through. 
 
    Busy place, my dragon said. 
 
    A small yellow star twinkled out of nowhere.  It swelled into a full-size portal like the one the insectoids had used. 
 
    “The kids underestimated the enemy’s determination,” I said.  “It’s never over ‘til it’s over and Elvis has left the building.” 
 
    Or the bad guys could just want to know what went wrong with their mission. My dragon said.  Nobody was left alive to tell them. 
 
    “Both could be true,” I said.   
 
    It was a good thing my stealth spell was still engaged.  This was a rare opportunity.  I could ignore the incoming reinforcements and use their own portal to track them back to wherever they came from.  By now, the girl would be back in the village, and with the improvements in her people, I hoped these bug guys were stupid enough to attack them.  That would go a long way toward validating my prophecies of the “coming threat”.  The Black Dragon Clan might suffer a few casualties, but you can’t build an empire without cracking a few skulls. 
 
    I stood at the edge of the portal as more of the chittering insect-men were disgorged.  Thirty of them soon clustered together, none of them noticing me or that my magic influenced them to give me a lot of space.   
 
    At the end of the download, two Asian looking humans stepped out in saffron robes.  I thought they were Buddhist priests for a second.  Then I noticed the spiked collars and saurian tails dragging the ground behind them.  Their bald heads had a faint pattern of very fine scales and their jaws were a little overdeveloped for humans.  I thought it possible they could unhinge the jaws to swallow large prey alive.  They had a lizard smell as well.   
 
    I had no idea what hell-dimension they were from, but they were collaborators with the Flawless.  That made them my enemy. They’d probably passed along the Flawless tech to Stricklin.  That had allowed Mage Force to jumped straight to the Red Moon without having been there before.  That was a game-changer.  Up until now, it had taken a magic portal driven by at least a demigod to get around that limitation. 
 
    I don’t like it that undesirable company can drop in on me so easily.  I’ll have to do something about this.  
 
    Working with the bug troops, the lizardmen had to be fighting their natural instincts; lizards eat insects, they don’t hang out together.  Of course, the Flawless might not have left either group a choice.     
 
    The two lizard guys poked around the bodies, surveyed the damage, and talked to one another in clicky-whistle bursts of sound.  There was definitely a language barrier here.  I had no idea what they were saying.  It didn’t matter.  I needed to go before the portal closed.  There was no guarantee they’d leave it open as the first guys had done.  They could well learn from their mistakes. 
 
    I went into the golden disk.  Sallow yellow energy pulsed around me, extending well ahead, suggesting a very long jump from somewhere.  The magic felt powerful, reminding me of Colt’s super-conduit, the one he’d used on our time-slip back into the days of the Wild West when we’d found Zahra. 
 
    Eventually, the enemy portal spat me out.  I looked around to see where I was.  Basically, just a big room that could have been anywhere.  The structure was made up of hexagonal plates, a geodesic dome.  There were a hundred or so of the lizard-people in their yellow robes, sitting in ranks, eyes closed as they chanted in unison—more clicky-whistles. 
 
    Yeah, I’m going to need a translation spell. 
 
    I stepped away from the portal and it closed.  A few feet over, I noticed the stone floor had blackened marks on it.  Parts of it had been exploded.  There were craters edged with cracks.  And I smelled ozone.   
 
    This must be where Colt’s lightning arrived after he dumped it into the enemy portal.  I wonder how many dead lizard-priests they’d had to haul away. 
 
    The area near the damaged floor had a yellow crystal flower.  There was one behind me that had sustained the portal I’d just come through.  If I was reading this right, one portal had been opened to receive the Flawless shock troops, the insectoids.  The monks here had then spirit-walked the second portal to the necessary destination so the insects simply went portal-to-portal—time-jumping both times—and so were in a position to attack me in the ancient past. 
 
    It was interesting that the Flawless needed help to jump time.  The portal-tech they’d given Stricker hadn’t had time-slip capacity; Mage Force had come in jumping distance alone.  Manipulation of time was a blind-spot in Flawless development, maybe a limitation on their very nature for some reason. 
 
    Still so much to learn. 
 
    The lizard-men pushed up off the floor, moving in relative silence, the alien chant broken.  They stretched and tottered off toward circular hallways that were hollow spokes from this hub.  I waited, letting them go.  The last one pressed a palm against a hexagon piece of yellow glass embedded in the wall and the lights went out, leaving just the bright moon glow.  The lizard-man walked into the hall, letting its darkness swallow him whole. 
 
    The light switch was the only sign of technology I’d yet seen.  That suggested this might be mostly a community of magic-users.  Exactly where it was located remained a mystery; one I needed to solve unless I was going to jump blindly for home.  It might still come to that.  This could be an uncharted hell-dimension.  I might be the first demon lord ever to walk this world. 
 
    Drifting just off the floor, I went to a hallway and entered its darkness.  I could have walked through a wall, but this way, I was learning the layout as I went.   
 
    I knew the spell the elves used to enchant the translation-earrings they sold to non-fey visitors.  The magic caused a person to understand a native language in his own tongue, and reversed the situation for the other person as well.  I figured that would work here unless some unknown aspect of the native dimension interfered. 
 
    Better keep my eye out for a stone I can embed the spell inside.    
 
    I came out of the long tunnel, down a stone ramp, as the walls grew higher.  This, too, seemed to be a geodesic dome but much bigger than the one I’d left.  The gloom was thick except for a few strings of wire overhead with bulbs every three yards or so.   
 
    The air smelled dank with an acrid edge of decay.  On either side of the stone path, the floor dipped down to ponds of bubbling mud with a lime-gray scum growing on it.  The scum—in defiance of the general ugliness—was peppered with little golden flowers.  There were brownish fumes curling up off the mud.  A murky brown haze wrapped those bulbs stretched over the mud.   
 
    Wooden cages were also suspended over the mud.  Something being exposed to the corrupted air.  I lifted myself with thought and drifted out to look into the closest cage.  It held one of the lizardmen, a child.  She had long blue hair that matched her vacant eyes as she stared out at nothing, with more nothingness inside her.  I’d seen healthier-looking zombies.   
 
    What the freaking hell!  
 
    I spun in place.  From this perspective, I could see all the cages held emaciated children.  I wondered how long they’d been left starving here and what crime they were being punished for. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    “When someplace new, I take note  
 
    of stuff worth stealing.  You never 
 
     know when you’ll need something.” 
 
      
 
                                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Floating, I turned back to the little lizard girl.  If she were still capable of reason, she might have answers for me.  And there, a little spark of blue-crystal fire clung to the frilly left ear flap. 
 
    A small sapphire earring.  Perfect for anchoring a translation spell. 
 
    I extended a thought, called a bit of shadow, and it came, obscuring the earring.  The darkness vanished, taking the sapphire with it.  I opened my hand and the shadow welled from my palm, then sank back into me, leaving the stone behind.   
 
    Micro-portals, gotta love ‘em. 
 
    I pushed my god-senses into the crystal until it felt like I was surrounded by a crystal universe of limitless refraction.  Using golden light, I encoded the translation spell, anchoring it with a second spell before withdrawing my thoughts. 
 
    Once more, I was holding the stone, looking at it from the outside.  An anchoring spell set it on my own ear, my very own translating jewel.   
 
    I looked back at the oblivious little girl so fascinated by nothingness.  I was going to take her, but first, I wanted to spy a little more and listen in on a few conversations. 
 
    “I’ll be back for you,” I said. 
 
    Unless I get distracted by something shiny. 
 
    She didn’t answer.  It would have surprised me if she had. 
 
    I drifted off.  Once more hovering over the central path, I followed it to a far wall where I had a choice between two hallways.  I chose the one on the right and flew through, emerging in yet another dome-shaped building.  This one had hexagonal roof ports to let in the light of a bloated orange moon.  There were straw pallets on the stone floor and a lot of worn-out looking lizardmen stretched out to sleep.  I saw a few wearing bandages.  Probably Colt’s work.   
 
    They have to have some military intelligence around here someplace. 
 
    As an unseen shadow, I floated on to yet another hallway.  This one led to a room where women and children slept.  Most of them were asleep.  I paused by a mat where two women click-whistled is soft tones.  My sapphire overlaid the sounds with the English equivalent: 
 
     “I just wish I knew how Xick is doing.  The essence isn’t good after so long.  Children die!” 
 
    “Calm, calm.  They have to know if she can ride the visions.  Riders are needed.” 
 
    “But she’s so young…” 
 
    “Necessity.” 
 
    “Evil.” 
 
    “Shush!  You will be punished!” 
 
    “I am already click punished.  How much worse can it get?” 
 
    I moved on, mulling over what I’d heard.  The children in the cages weren’t being punished but winnowed as the lizardmen looked for talent; the ability to dream-walk to other realities and direct portals to new places. 
 
    I was reminded of the opium dens in the mid-Eighteen-hundreds, brought to the Wild West by an influx of Chinese workers.    I wondered if the vapors in use here were as addictive as poppy smoke.  The psycho-stimulant aspect of portal use was a new military tactic.  And a danger to watch out for when coming here.  I’d have to warn Selene. 
 
    Fortunately, I was in an immaterial phase so I didn’t have to worry about the swamp gas affecting me.  Shadowed-out, I didn’t seem to need to breathe. 
 
    At the back of the dome, I discovered a small room with numerous devices strewn casually about that were high-tech and alien; as if science had gone in its own weird direction without human guidance.  I had a feeling this was Flawless technology, maybe payment for the Lizard World’s services.  There were several lizardmen in the room, poking and prodding various pieces.  
 
    One of them sighed and pushed away a jeweled control box that trailed fiberoptic cables with gel-jacks that were unplugged into anything else.  It seemed the lizards had no instruction manuals for reassembly. 
 
    I moved along the tables and studied some of the tech.  One of the pieces looked like a timer.  A wicked thought came to me.  I smiled.  What if the technology the lizards wanted wasn’t what they were actually being given?  What if they were being allowed to assemble some kind of doomsday weapon so that once their usefulness ended, they could blow up their own world?   
 
    I didn’t have a lot of evidence, but it was the kind of thing I might pull. 
 
    The lizard who’d sighed suddenly got talkative.  “There are just too many parts that don’t connect.  We can’t even say for sure devices like this one will jump our world to a better universe.” 
 
    “It will work.  It has to,” the other lizardman said.  “The—wheet!—fall-into-dark is increasing—click—fast!  We have a few years still but…” 
 
    Fall-into-dark?  What the hell is that? The lizards have a few words that aren’t translating. 
 
    “If we abandon our world, settling on one in other-space, we could start now, sending our people to safety.” 
 
    “Do you know how many talents we’d lose trying to hold the gates open for so many click-illions?  The strain has been horrific with what little we have done.  We’re already using children that don’t have the maturity for this work, buying our future with their lives.” 
 
    “Wheet-click necessity.” 
 
    “Wheet-click-click!  Fuck necessity.” 
 
    I think I’ve learned what I can hear.  Time to get the girl and go. 
 
    Floating through walls, I went back to the dome with the cages.  Floating over the bubbling mire, I inspected cages.  In one of them, a male child sung his gaze to me.  His eyes tracked my motion.  His stimulated psi made him aware of me despite my stealth spell.  He reached through the bars of his cage for whatever distorted image he saw.   
 
    “Sorry, lil’ dude.  One missing kid will be suspicious enough.  You’re on your own.” 
 
    I didn’t want anyone to know I’d been here.  They’d increase security, making other infiltrations more difficult.  I went to the cage with the little girl.  I seized two of the adjoining bars of her cage.  A little dragon strength and the poles snapped off in my hands.  I let go of the pieces.  They fell into the bubbling muck below. 
 
    The girl’s eyes were on me now but still out of focus, the pupils dilated.  If the child saw me at all, I was probably little more than a passing phantasm brightening the tedium of her days. 
 
    I pulled another pole out of the cage, dropped it, and reached in.  The lizard girl didn’t struggle as I pulled her to me and held her to my chest, drifting backward.   
 
    Wrapped in shadows, I rose higher to where a hook held the cage.  The hook had a rope leading to a small wench riding a track on the ceiling.  Every cage had a track that could be used to bring the captives to a far wall’s latticework where steps wound down to a ground-level platform.    
 
    I tore some of the ropes so the cage slid off the hook and fell into the muck.  I didn’t cut the rope; that would have looked suspicious.  This way, it was just a defective cage and a kid buried alive.  Sad little accident.    
 
    The girl’s eyes closed.  She clung to me, her little tail thumping against my leg as she dreamed herself to other realities.  Immaterial, I carried her through the roof, out into the night.  Hovering above the domes, I looked around.   
 
    Yeah, this place puts the ‘hell’ in hell-dimension all right.   
 
    There were mounds of soggy earth beyond the domes.  The mounds had teal blue moss crowning them.  Further out, I saw cypress-like trees with belled bases.  They stabbed high into the sky.  Some kind of pale swarm mired to the boles, giving them an icy glitter as translucent wings fluttered.   
 
    Maybe this world’s version of termites. 
 
    Between the cypress islands were channels of bubbling mud—no!   I smelled sulfur and burning tar and had to throw out the idea I was seeing ordinary mud.  This was the same stuff as where the kids were caged.  A brownish haze curled off of it.   
 
    Is that why this facility is here?  To take advantage of the narcotic quality of the muck?  Or maybe most of the world is like this. 
 
    Drifting with the girl, I looked for someplace to go where I could work with her undisturbed.  Someplace where the air wasn’t doping her up all the time. 
 
    In a few of the higher branches, I noticed beetle-like nesters with bulbous lower bodies like beach balls.  As I wafted out for a better view, the bug-things lit up like oversized fireflies. 
 
    Must not be any natural predators around if they feel safe lighting up. 
 
    A particularly big bubble broke the sludge near the base of a tree with one of the beetles.  The bubble was brownish with glossy gray highlights.  It rose into the air without popping and dangled ruffled strands like some mutant jellyfish.  The jellyfish-thing drifted up the tree to the nest and flailed its fronds.  The beetle thrashed wildly a second and went still in death, either electrified or stabbed with neurotoxin. 
 
    Or both.  This is a hell-dimension. 
 
    I made a mental note of the danger.  The floating stomach settled on the bug, a living shroud as its digestive juices went to work. 
 
    Okay, that’s different. 
 
    I floated higher and hung above the treetops.  The swampy woodlands extended for miles under the topaz moon.  Off on the horizon, there were a couple of smudges of light radiating upward; light pollution from distant cities, I guessed.   
 
    Where the sky was darker, I noticed the stars were all gold sparks, streaming toward the mother of all black holes.  This one seemed galaxy-sized at least, a symbol of voracious death slowing claiming all.  There was no telling what a race believed that had grown up in the grip of such a sight. 
 
    I could also see why the Flawless wouldn’t waste their time destroying this place themselves; it was already consuming itself—why waste resources?  And by dangling false hope, the Flawless had access to its own group of magic-users; magic being as alien to them as time travel it seemed.   
 
    I decided to just take the little girl straight back to the Red Moon.  After all, when I was done with her, it wasn’t like I’d be taking her back to her a new cage to die.  Death ought to have a purpose.  At the very least, I ought to get paid for inflicting it.  
 
    Nope.  Too much bother bringing her back.  The kid will just have to live.  Provided the withdraw symptoms don’t finish her off.   
 
     I reached out with my thoughts, focusing on Selene, building her image in my mind.  A moment later, a red portal opened; an invitation.  I drifted in and got whisked back to the Red Moon.  Stepping out of the portal, I found myself in a makeshift classroom.  The Mage Force people we’d captured and released were back, seated in rows.  That surprised me. 
 
    After destroying the corporate headquarters there, Selene must have hunted the magic-users down and brought them back. 
 
    She wore fake glasses she didn’t need and wore a crimson skirt suit with a frilly pink shirt.  Her long legs were bare, drawing covert glances from the guys in the room.  Her hair was drawn back and tied at the nape of her neck.  She held a laser pointer, playing its glowing dot across a blackboard.     
 
    School is in session.  But I don’t see Colt. 
 
    The portal closed behind me and a more natural light took over.  I stood there, arms crossed, waiting for Selene to spare me a moment.  I looked at the board, curious about what she was teaching.  There were graphs and arrows and a few equations that Tesla or maybe Einstein might have understood. 
 
    Selene smiled, turning back to her class.  “So that is the basic theory of Voodoo Economics.  Learn it by heart.  No financial empire can be built without this.” 
 
    “There’s no real voodoo involved, is there?” Amy asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Selene said.  “Your finances will rise from the dead and do a happy dance.” 
 
    I suddenly understood why Colt preferred to self-study so much. 
 
    “Class dismissed,” Selene said.  “Whose job is it today to clean the dungeon?” 
 
    Everyone pointed at Amy. 
 
    “Hey!” she said.  “I did it yesterday and the day before.” 
 
    “Which makes you really good at it,” one of the older men said. 
 
    She glared at him.  “You do it.” 
 
    “I have a trick knee.  I think it’s about to go out.” 
 
    Selene brightened.  “Oh, I can fix that.  I’ve got some leftover demon-cyborg implants.  Just let me rev up my bone saw.” 
 
    “Sorry, can’t.”  The man ran for the door.  “Gotta get supplies to clean the dungeon.” 
 
    They are learning fast. 
 
    The rest of the class hurried out.  Not one of them had looked my way; puzzling until I remembered I still had a spell in active mode.  I shut down my You-don’t-see-me spell.    
 
    Selene swept close and gave me a kiss, then pulled back and glared at me.  “I understand you’ve been out violating virgins.” 
 
    “They weren’t all virgins, anyway, you say that like it’s a bad thing.  You do genetic breeding.” 
 
    “I don’t use my own uterus for experimentation.” 
 
    “Look, it had to be done.  The shadow magic needed to be strengthened in our people.  The job fell on me.  It was all for the mission.” 
 
    She gazed at me in mock sympathy.  “You poor thing.  How you suffered.”  Her attention shifted to the glassy-eyed waif I held.  “Buy her off some gypsy?” 
 
    I explained about the magic-users helping the Flawless and how I’d rescued her from a cage hanging over narcotic mud.  “That’s not a place I want to return to—unless I’m destroying it.  However, you might want to go there and snoop around—when there’s time.” 
 
    “Delightful idea.”  She took the child from me.  “I’ll see what’s going on with this girl.” 
 
    “I thought I’d—” 
 
    “Bribe her with cookies?  We have to get the girl back to her senses before any questioning can be done.  That’s my job.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    I wasn’t quite sure how much time I’d recovered when jumping first to the lizardmen hell-dimension and then portaling here.  Neither time had I moved under my own power.  That left me with a question; “How close are we to the Flawless hitting the Dragon World?  For once, give me a straight answer.” 
 
    She looked at me with shadows swirling in the bottom of her red-crystal eyes.  “The first Flawless has hit.  Cities are burning.  Kur has gathered his Imperial forces.  They are engaging.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    “Waiting is hard without self- 
 
    destructive vices for distraction.” 
 
      
 
                                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    The news felt like a blow though I’d long anticipated the invasion.  Everything was ready, but we’d cut it damn close. 
 
    “You can’t go until it’s time,” Selene said. 
 
    “I know.  Kur has to fail and come crawling so we can shake him off his throne.” 
 
    “It’s the best way.  Simply killing him would arouse too much resistance across the planet.  And we can’t depose him without first breaking his heart.  A breakable heart is his weakness,” Selene said. 
 
    And his strength. 
 
    “You can’t go until he calls for you,” Selene insisted. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Don’t forget.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    “Go to Santa Catalina Island, to your Clan House.  Kur will try to reach you there.  A few more cities need to die and he will be pliant.” 
 
    I opened a shadow portal behind me.   “Fine.” 
 
    She leaned in and kissed me with unrestrained tenderness instead of savage hunger.  “Good thing you don’t have a heart.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said.  “That would be terrible.” 
 
    I stepped back.  Pressed to my chest, her hand scraped off.  The darkness of my shadows claimed me and I was carried away.  I drifted outside time and space and then the front of the portal opened and I stepped out onto the top of a building a hundred miles from the capital.  My god-senses had brought me to what I wanted to see.  The city here was rounded with sky-walks, a dragon city, not one of those I’d placed shrines at.  Below me, the winds carried smoke and ashes.  The far edge was burning with unnatural, icy green flame.  The green glare washed toward me, a promise of death to those caught unaware. 
 
    And I knew I had to let it happen. 
 
    I also knew I had to see the consequences of my inaction.  Dragons were dying without hope or knowing why; flaming out with screams on their lips.  Young.  Old.  In-between.  I listened for a prayer to me.  For my own glory, I’d have acted for a prayer. 
 
    None came.    
 
    So, I watched the city burn until I knew I’d added it to my many wonderful nightmares.  Then I pulled my shadows around me and leaped for Earth.  The next time my portal opened, I stepped into the Great Hall of my Clan House.   
 
    Walking toward the dais, I noticed Colt sitting beside my throne in his own seat.  He wore his usual black hoodie with the white skull on it that had become a part of pop culture since the Punisher comics and movies had come out.  Colt wore black sneakers with lime green laces, kicking his feet as he listened to an iPod, earbuds in place.  His head nodded rhythmically.   
 
    I smiled.  Just a headbanging fool. 
 
    He gripped a shake for himself and seemed to have one for me as well. 
 
    I walked up the stairs of the dais, across to my throne, and took a seat.  Without a word, he handed me the extra shake.  I took a fortifying sip.  Chocolate with fudge-striped whip cream.  Good stuff. 
 
    Colt took his earbuds out and looked at me.  “Are you all right, Dad.” 
 
    “Of course.  Indestructibly evil.   Impervious to angst.  A real heartless bastard.  The Tin Man’s got nothing on me.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “What are you listening to?” I asked. 
 
    “Band I found on YouTube, Emerald Sun.  These guys rock.” 
 
    “Something I’d like?” 
 
    “Probably not.  Christian metal.” 
 
    “You listen to that stuff?  It will rot your mind, make you forgiving.”  I shuddered at just the thought.  “How are you ever going to take over from me as a demon lord with that kind of attitude?” 
 
    “I intend to be a kinder, gentler demon lord.” 
 
    I laughed.  “Let me know how that works out for you.” 
 
    “It will work out fine,” he huffed, mad because I’d laughed at him. 
 
    I noticed two of my demon clansmen approaching the dais.  One was tall and thin, a scarecrow with goat horns on his head and an orange complexion.  The other one was a female water demon with soaked black hair that continually oozed water that kept her yellow scales moist.  Her big blue eyes sought mine.   “My lord, I come for justice.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to her,” the male said.  “She lies.” 
 
    We’re a demon clan.  That sort of goes without saying. 
 
    “What’s the problem?” I asked. 
 
    “He snores!” the woman shrieked. 
 
    “And?” I asked. 
 
    “Loudly!” she added.  “It’s like sleeping next to a chainsaw ripping through a forest.” 
 
    The male shrugged.  “Not like I can help it.  I have a medical condition.” 
 
    “I push him onto his side,” the woman said, “but he won’t stay there.” 
 
    “Everyone moves in their sleep.” He said. 
 
    I nudged Colt.  “Go ahead, oh kinder, gentler demon lord.  Make the call.  One day, you’ll be the one they come to for justice.  You might as well get your feet wet.” 
 
    Colt slanted me a look.  “You think I can’t do this.  You think I’m going to fail.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “And I even bought you a shake.” 
 
    “No good deed ever goes unpunished,” I said.  “But if you can’t handle the pressure, never mind.” 
 
    “I can so handle the pressure.”  His look amped up to a full glare.  “You just watch.” 
 
    “Fine.  Prove me wrong.” 
 
    Colt stood and marched his milkshake over to the quarreling couple.   “You sleep in the same bed?” 
 
    “Right?” the woman said. 
 
    “Get a bigger bed and wear these when you sleep.”  He handed her his iPod and earbuds. 
 
    She put the buds in her ears and listened.  After a minute, her eyes closed and she bobbed her head. 
 
    “Problem solved,” Colt said.  He turned back toward me and grinned walking back to his seat.  “Piece of Pizza.” 
 
    “You mean cake.” 
 
    “Pizza is my cake.  It’s a Zen thing.” 
 
    “How the hell is giving up your iPod being kinder and gentler?” I asked. 
 
    “Well, you would have just yelled at them for bringing you their personal problems.” 
 
    “Snoring isn’t exactly clan business,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Happy at home, happy at work.  Sometimes, you need to pretend to care, at least a little,” Colt chided.   
 
    “That’s far too dangerous,” I said. “People would start expecting it all the time.  Better not to go down that road.” 
 
    The female water demon called over.  “If these don’t work, can I go ahead and just cut his head off?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said.  “But the clan might fine you for the loss of a community asset.” 
 
    “How much?” she asked. 
 
    “We’ll talk later if you actually do it.”  I waved her away. 
 
    “This place definitely needs more kindness.” Colt reached the bottom of his shake, his straw making a loud slurping noise.  He set the cup aside and made a shooing gesture toward the two demons.  “You can run along now.  I’ve solved your problem.  No need to thank me.” 
 
    I grinned.  “Then why bring it up.” 
 
    He huffed under his breath.  “No one appreciates my genius.” 
 
    “I do.  I bought you chicken nuggets, remember?”  The kid was stubbornly innocent at his core despite my many efforts to corrupt him.  That was refreshing in a way.  And a challenge for me. 
 
    A long silence set in as we stared across the Great Hall at the changing of the guard.  They didn’t need my help for that.  No special operations were going on by the clan right now so there were no mass briefings.  I’d told Imari to keep it that way until the situation on the Dragon World resolved itself.   
 
    Minutes later, Colt spoke.  “When do you think Grandfather will call?” 
 
    “Hard to say.  Depends on how resilient his pride is.  Part of him has to know that when he calls me in to handle what he can’t deal with; his rule is over.  He can’t publicly survive such a display of weakness.” 
 
    “And there’s nothing we can do to make it easier on him?” 
 
    “One thing,” I said.  “Depose him with brutal speed.  Sometimes, an iron fist can be a form of mercy.” 
 
    He looked at me, doubt in his eyes. 
 
    I sighed.  “One day—unfortunately—you’ll understand the hard choices parents have to make.  Maybe you’ll even forgive me.” 
 
    “You’re going to hurt me because you love me?” 
 
    “It’s what we do in my family.” 
 
    He thought it over.  “That’s what your mom did to you, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I’d like to meet her,” he said.  “Even if it’s only once.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Colt shrugged.  “I want to see her.  And hear the story of her running off with your dad and abandoning you to demons.” 
 
    “If I survive the Flawless attack that’s coming…”  I let the words dangle there. 
 
    “Then what?” Colt asked. 
 
    “I’ll take you to meet your…new Mustang.  I haven’t forgotten that promise.” 
 
    “Is that what you were going to say?” 
 
    It was my turn to shrug. 
 
    Colt said, “It’s boring just sitting here.  Can we do something?” 
 
    “We have visitors.”  I pointed across the hall where a group of men and women in dark business suits had just entered.  Imari led them over which told me they had an appointment.  “Looks like clan business,” I said.  “If you’d rather run off—” 
 
    “No.  This could be interesting.  I’ll stay.” 
 
    Imari stopped several feet short of the dais and bowed respectfully to me which was a nice change of pace.  She straightened; a vision of other-worldly beauty with her gold-link chainmail, hip-high boots, café au lait complexion, and sleek bald, flame-wrapped head.    
 
    Playing along, regally, I inclined my head, giving her permission to continue. 
 
     “Lord Deathwalker, allow me to introduce the representatives of a number of government agencies that have concerns about you being on American soil.  Mr. Drake here is with Homeland Security.  There has been a suggestion made that you personally constitute a weapon of mass destruction.  And he would like to discuss the complete destruction of a Chicago office building with you—see if you have any insights.” 
 
    “What,” I said.  “just because turned into a dragon for that TV exclusive?  This is racial profiling!” 
 
    Imari smiled with delight.  “Oh, that is but one of many thorny issues these officials have brought to you.  Mr. Walsh here is the Director of the Preternatural Response Taskforce.  He says that his agency has a supervisory obligation over your activities now that we’ve gone public.  He wants to assign a liaison to our clan.” 
 
    I thought of Grace's mother, Cassie, a kitsune fox spirit that already worked for the PRT.  She was a hot blonde and a little on the crazy side.  “Well, If I can have a say in who gets assigned, maybe...” 
 
    Colt quietly chortled under his breath as he realized I’d been set up for this ambush by Imari, her way of keeping me distracted from my troubles. 
 
    “Mr. Billings here is with The United States Foreign Service.  He wants to discuss setting up diplomatic relations with Fairy and the Dragon World,” Imari added. 
 
    That caught my attention.  “Does that mean I can get my Clan Hall recognized as an official embassy?” 
 
    “We can discuss the matter,” Billings said.  “Do you have a place where we can sit down and work out a general understanding?” 
 
    Imari gestured toward a woman in a red pantsuit.  “This is Captain Fria Johnson a special envoy from the Pentagon.  She’d like your input on anti-magic security measures which the country has now discovered it is vulnerable to.” 
 
    “Just days ago, a private corporation in Chicago was leveled to the ground by an unnatural force.  We’d like your assistance in this investigation.  So far, no military targets have been hit, but we need to be proactive.  This matter is of the gravest urgency,” Ms. Johnson said. 
 
    I am not turning Selene over to these people.  Hmmm.  Who can I pin that on instead? 
 
    Colt stood up and looked at me.  “I guess I will run on.  You’re going to be swamped.” 
 
    “Yeah, fine, abandon me,” I growled. 
 
    He opened a red-copper portal and stepped through, closing the disk behind him.   
 
    The visitors stared.  Captain Johnson ran onto the dais and walked through the spot Colt had vanished from.  She turned to me, all but shrieking in excitement.  “Was that a magical tesseract?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said.  “My son Colt is a demigod.  Mightiest ten-year-old on the planet.  He does that all the time.” 
 
    Director Walsh of the PRT climbed up on the dais next.  He crowded past the captain, eyes burning with greed.  “You need to teach our magic-users how to do that!” 
 
    “They probably already know,” I said.  “What stops them is the power drain.  It takes more than knowledge.” 
 
    Suddenly, they were all on the dais, crowding around my throne.  I yelled, “Hey, people, can we do this in an orderly fashion?”  
 
    Imari shouted.  “Everyone, come with me to the upstairs banquet room.  We’ll order dinner and start the discussions.” 
 
    I shooed everyone away from me and followed as Imari led the way.  I called ahead to her.  “Give me a few minutes.  I have to raid the pantry liquor cabinet.  There’s no way I can do this sober.” 
 
    I can’t say all this isn’t necessary.  I’ve been putting it off, but it’s all got to be done—just not by me.   
 
    I smiled, stopped, and took out my phone, punching in the number for Zero-T as the officials left the hall. 
 
    Zero-T answered.  “Caine?  What’s up?” 
 
    “Go to the second-story banquet room and use one of your masks to pretend to be me.  Wear one of my suits.  Listen carefully, get everybody talking, don’t commit us to anything we’re not getting paid for, and don’t sign anything until our legal department looks it over.  Got it?” 
 
    “Sure.  Where will you be?” 
 
    “Getting drunk.   Also getting laid if I’m lucky.  I think I’ll portal over to Gloria’s Place and see how she’s doing.” 
 
    “Yeah, can’t neglect the fiancée,” Zero-T said.  “Okay.  I’m heading to your suite for clothes.” 
 
    “Oh, remember to drink heavily,” I said.  “They’ve probably been briefed on me.” 
 
    “Not my first impersonation, Caine.  Run along and have fun.  I have this.”  The connection died.   
 
    I put my phone away, opened a shadow portal, and stepped through. 
 
    Caught in yet another ambush, I was smashed backward to the floor.  There were drunken giggles.  Tits were mashed against me on three sides.  The were-kitties from my former harem were out on the town, running wild, and had apparently mistaken me for a catnip mouse.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    “Being nice to people is the 
 
    difficult part of diplomacy. 
 
    I’d rather gut them.” 
 
      
 
                                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Kane reached down and grabbed my arm, pulling me to my feet.  The were-kitties slid off me but one of them still clutched my ankle in a friendly fashion.  “Please forgive the inconvenience,” Kain said.  “I’ve been test-driving your former harem members.  I fear they’ve gotten a bit inebriated.” 
 
    I bent down and scratched the base of Cleo’s tail where it poked out of her skinny jeans.  Her purr revved up.  She relaxed and released my foot.  I stepped away and allowed Kane to lead me to a table.  The girls followed which made five of us and only four chairs. 
 
    Dani smiled.  “Whose lap can I sit on?” 
 
    “Not mine,” Terri said.  “You’ll wrinkle me.” 
 
    “I’ll handle this.”  Kane stepped over to a nearby table where a teenage werewolf was arguing with a waitress over a fake ID.   
 
    “Of course, it’s me.  I look different when the moon’s out.” 
 
    The waitress gave him the old stink-eye.  “This says you were born in nineteen-fifty-one.” 
 
    “I was,” the kid insisted.  “Werewolves are immortal.” 
 
    Kane picked up the kid by his collar so they could see eye-to-eye.  “Immortal?  Do you want to test that theory?”  The kid took one look at the vampire’s flame-red eyes and blanched under the paste-on sideburns that Kane peeled off his cheeks.  “You’re not even a preternatural.  Run on home, boy, before something eats you.” 
 
    “And not in a good way,” Cleo added. 
 
    Kane gave the youth a push toward the door. 
 
    The kid ran off without a backward glance. 
 
    “Oh,” Kane said.  “There just happens to be a free chair here.  I shall borrow it.”  He moved the chair to our table and looked back at the waitress.  “A warm bottle of blood, please.” 
 
    She nodded and looked at me.  “And for you, sir?” 
 
    “Vodka with a splash of pineapple juice.” 
 
    All three were-kitties lifted their paws. 
 
    “Me too!” 
 
    “Me too!” 
 
    “Me too!” 
 
    Damn, they’re going to put that on my bill. 
 
    Absently, I took out my phone and stared at it.  Hurry up and call, you old fool.  Swallow your ass-load of pride already!  I sighed and put my phone down on the tabletop. 
 
    “You seem troubled,” Kane said.  “Want to tell me about it.” 
 
    “The Flawless attack has started on the Dragon World.  Cities are burning.  Millions are dying.  I’m waiting for Kur to come crawling.  Or at least to call and beg for my help.” 
 
    “Millions dying?” Cleo looked appalled.   
 
    “That’s sad.”  Dani demonstrated with an exaggerated, drunken frown. 
 
    “I understand,” Kane said.  “It’s distressing to have to humble one’s own relatives to get things done.” 
 
    “That ain’t it,” I said.  “My time is being wasted.  And all that real estate I’ll soon own is being torched.  It offends my dragon’s soul.” 
 
    “But the millions dying doesn’t bother you?” Terri asked. 
 
    “Of course not.  I’m a demon lord.  Killing without emotion is part of the job description.” 
 
    “For me,” Kane said, “killing isn’t any fun without passion.” 
 
    Cleo leaned over to grab his arm, using the grip to anchor herself against falling.  She didn’t look too stable.  None of the were-kitties did.  She peered up into Kane’s face.  “You’re all about passion, aren’t you?” 
 
    He smiled at her, baring a little bit of fang.  “Well, I am a vampire.  We’re the sexiest of all the creatures of the night.  Just ask Anne Rice.” 
 
    At a nearby table, a yellow-faced orc stood up with a beer mug in each hand.  He yelled at Kane.  “That’s a lie!  Without all that mind control, none of you cold corpses would ever get laid.”  The orcs he was drinking with gawffed, rocking violently with laughter.   
 
    Kane gently extricated himself from Cleo’s grip.  “Excuse me. little kitten, I need to take care of something.” 
 
    “Sure,’ she said. 
 
    Kane walked over to the orc.  Like most of his species, he was close to seven feet with knobby horns on his head and little, mean, piggy eyes.    His arms were overlong and his body heavily slabbed with muscle, putting him well over three-hundred pounds.  The orc set down his drinks, smiling cruelly in anticipation. 
 
    Kane stared up into the creature’s face.  “I suppose there’s no point in asking you to apologize.” 
 
    “Fer what?  Telling the truth?”  The orc laughed again, a sound like chewing gravel. 
 
    “That’s what I thought.”  Kane blurred.  One half-second, his hand was empty.  The next, his cursed sword was there, slicing the air with a phantom shriek.  The orc’s head toppled off him, his body cut shoulder to shoulder.  Both parts of him collapsed into the floor, spraying blood.   
 
    Kane reached down and cut off the pouch dangling from the orc’s thick leather belt.  The pouch clinked as Kane dropped it on the table.   He pointed at the dead orc.  “Drinks are on him.” 
 
    The orcs laughed even harder. 
 
    Kane came back to our table and reclaimed his seat.  His summoned sword faded back into the either it had come from. 
 
    I lifted an eyebrow at him.  “I thought this place was supposed to be a neutral haven where all preternatural creatures could come to mingle safely.” 
 
    Kane stared back at me.  “It is, but orcs don’t count.  They never got around to signing the peace accord.  You’ll notice they have no plaque on the ‘wall of peace’ over there.” 
 
    “Oh, good to know.  So, Gloria isn’t going to be upset?” 
 
    “If she is, she’ll get over it.  I’m family after all.” 
 
    A waitress arrived with drinks and handed them out.  She glowered at Kane.  “I have to clean that up, you know!” 
 
    Suddenly, there was a hundred-dollar bill in his hand.  He held it toward her.  “Perhaps you can find it in your heart to forgive me.” 
 
    The waitress smiled; her hand quick to make the hundred disappear.  “You need anything else, just let me know, sugar.” 
 
    “So, is Gloria even here?”  I pulled my phone over and checked to make sure the ringer was on. 
 
    “Her night off,” Kane said.  “Technically, I’m minding the bar.” 
 
    I offered him a crooked grin.  “Which means you’re drinking free and going to kill anyone that annoys you.” 
 
    He nodded.  “Pretty much.” 
 
    I heard the door open and smelled an influx of vampires. 
 
    “Friends of yours?” I asked Kane. 
 
    He looked past me, toward the door, ducked his head, and theatrically whispered: “Oh, my Gawd!” 
 
    Damn.  Now I’ve got to look. 
 
    I turned in my seat and saw Adriane, Gloria’s adult son.  Unfortunately, he saw me as well.  His eyes widened like those of a bull about to charge.  And he had muscle with him: two vamps that smelled of blood magic. 
 
    I turned back to Kane.  “I have a suspicion they are about to cause trouble on your watch.” 
 
    Kane rubbed his hands together gleefully.  “Almost as good as a floor show.” 
 
    I glared at him.  “If I have to hurt him, Gloria will be pissed.” 
 
    “You will have to hurt him,” Kane said.  “I know the look of a vamp in the grip of a bloody rage.” 
 
    I threatened the Master vampire.  “I’ll tell Gloria I only had to break him into pieces because you wouldn’t do your job.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at me.  “You saw what I did to the orc.” 
 
    I quirked a frown at him.  “Oh, please!  He was almost too drunk to stand.” 
 
    I sensed Adrian looming over my chair, immediately behind me.  His voice boomed. “Caine, you bastard of a belly-crawling hookworm!  You vile, mother-stealing piece of boneless brown trout!  There is no way I’m letting you marry my mother.” 
 
    I answered without turning around.  “She’ll be very disappointed.  She’s counting on your understanding.” 
 
    “She’ll find some new red pumps on sale and get over it,” Adrian said.  “Besides, you’re already married to the Blood Moon Bitch.” 
 
    I winced, hoping Selene hadn’t picked up that reference.  Often, when the names of deities are mentioned, even in a maligning, offhand manner, such words fly straight to the entity to make themselves known.  If she were to pop in, Kane would get far more of a show then he wanted.  
 
    I looked at Kane.  “Adriane sounds off.  What do think?  Cocaine on an empty stomach?” 
 
    Adriane and his two Nordic vamp pals came around the table to where they could stare at me in dire menace.  I don’t think it had registered with them that the lord of all vampires was sitting in the same table, listening. 
 
    I smiled coldly at the vamp hit squad.  “Aren’t any of you afraid Gloria will take offense if you start trouble in her place?” 
 
    One of the vampire mages looked suddenly thoughtful.  “Well, as long as it’s a fair fight; she has to respect that, right?” 
 
    The other vampire mage spoke up.  “We’ll just say ‘sorry’ and that will fix it.” 
 
    “Right!” Adrian said. 
 
    Terri leaned over to me and whispered, forgetting that vampires have the same heightened hearing that were-kitties do.  “Want me to boob-smack the little bitches for you, Caine?” 
 
    “I’ll help,” Cleo’s eyes weren’t quite focusing. 
 
    “Bats ain’t all that!” Dani added. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Kane said. 
 
    “Oh, you’re all right,” she assured him. 
 
    Damn!  I so want to say: “Yes, claw them to pieces,” but they’re Kane’s dates.   
 
    I sighed.  “Not my call.”  I lifted an eyebrow at Kane.  He seemed to be considering a number of variables.  That’s the problem with vampires that are older than dirt; they overthink everything. 
 
    The first vampire-mage gave the were-kitties a disparaging glance.  “When I want pussy, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    All three girls stood at that.  Drunk as they were, they knew an insult when offered. 
 
    I shrugged.  
 
    Really not my business.  
 
    Picking up my phone, I checked the battery’s charge, wanting to make sure it hadn’t died. 
 
    C’mon, addled old lizard, call me already!  You can’t put this off forever. 
 
    Adrian’s voice slashed at me.  “I’m sorry, Caine, are we keeping you from something more important—than my mother’s future happiness?”  He roared the last two word. 
 
    I answered his question.  “Yes.” 
 
    Kane gestured and it seemed that phantom hands pushed the girls abruptly back into their chairs. 
 
    My phone rang.  I dropped it.  And snatched it back up.  The number on the display screen was vaguely familiar.  I answered.  “Hello?” 
 
    “Caine!  It’s Juno.  You’ve got to help me.”  Her voice vibrated with fear and panic. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    Kane’s curious stare swung to me as I took the call. 
 
    Juno’s ragged voice continued.  “Everything and nothing.  All night, it’s been strange in my place.  Customers come in, order drinks, get very quiet, grow twitchy, and the next thing I know, they’re running out like the place is on fire.  I’m the last one here right now.  My waitresses and the bartender have run off and left me.”  There was a long pause.  “I’m alone but I swear, there’s something in here with me.  I hear it move.  I can almost see it from the edge of my eye, but when I turn to look—nothing.  It’s the curse!” 
 
    “I’m coming.  Now, this is important.  Close your eyes and stop looking for this thing.  Sing a happy song to yourself.  You’ve got to distance yourself from the fear.” 
 
    I dropped my phone in a pocket and stood, pushing away from the table.  My stare stabbed at Kane.  “Are you up for some real trouble?” 
 
    He grinned, standing.  “Sure.”  His dark eyes went to the kitties.  “We’ll be back soon.  Wait here for us.”  I moved away from the table to an open stretch where I could create a shadow portal.  I visualized Juno’s bar from my last visit: three-tier chandelier, L-shaped bar, brass stools with round, red seats on top, wooden tables and chairs.  The walls were rough, distressed red brick, and there had been white concrete supports.  Behind the bar, I’d seen an army of bottles ranked on green-glass shelves, all backlit by yellow LEDs. 
 
    Holding the image, I opened the shadow portal and turned, looking for Kane—but it was Adrian in my face.   
 
    Baring fangs, he snarled.  “I’m not done with you.”    
 
    I intended to only hit him with dragon speed.  Somehow, my fist moved at god-speed—with full vampire-killing force.  Small jags of golden electricity danced over my knuckles. 
 
    Moving in a blur, Kane caught my arm, slowing my strike.  I still punched Adrian in the face, but he survived, flying backward into his friends.  They all went down in a tangle.   
 
    The vampire mages looked shocked. 
 
    Kane let go of me and turned to them.  He spoke in a grandfatherly voice.  “Caine is the God of Shadows.  If he wanted, he could rip you apart with a casual thought.  Trust me on this: you need to know the beast you’re cornering before you tug on its tail.”  He swung back to me and shoved me into my own portal, following swiftly.   
 
    I stumbled out of the portal, in Juno’s bar.  Music played from ceiling speakers.  There were no customers.  I spotted Juno behind the bar, facing away from us as if the green, LED-lit shelves were endlessly fascinating.  I’d told her to sing but didn’t hear any words.  She still held her phone to her ear. 
 
    “Juno?  Are you all right?”  I drifted over, phasing through the bar so I wouldn’t have to jump over it to reach her.  Not being as perfect as me, Kane did hop the bar, landing on the woman’s other side.  I slid in front of her, grabbing her shoulder.  My voice softened.  “Juno?” 
 
    “She’s dead on her feet,” Kane said. “Literally petrified with fear.  Looks like her heart just stopped beating.” 
 
    I put my hand over her heart and gave her an electrical jolt.  Her body spasmed in place a moment and then wilted.  Her phone fell to the floor as I caught her and swung her up to lie on the bar.  Her eyes were open staring wildly.  She breathed rapidly, gasping a little.  After a few moments, her face turned to me.  “Caine!  Is it still here?” 
 
    Good question. 
 
    Using my god-senses, I looked around carefully and saw nothing.  Few things can hide from divine perception but there are some; things born of magic, designed to be unseen.  Juno’s death should have satisfied the curse that had been sent against her.  But I didn’t know that for sure. 
 
    “Kane?  What do you think?”  He was a lord of phantoms and had a sense of the unseen world. 
 
    “There’s something that feeds on fear.  It isn’t gone,” he said. 
 
    “How do we put it down?” I asked. 
 
    “It will keep coming for the girl.  She is the only one afraid, feeding its power.  It’s a curse-beast.  Not all vampires are human or drink blood.” 
 
    Juno jerked and squealed.  “It touched me!”  She slid off the bar and ducked behind it, hugging my leg. 
 
    “That’s not helping.  Didn’t I tell you to close your eyes and sing?” 
 
    “I couldn’t think of anything,” she wailed. 
 
    “The itsy, bitsy, spider!” I suggested. 
 
    “Spiders scare me.” 
 
    Fuck! 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    “Anticipation is the worst form of torture.” 
 
      
 
                                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to try something.”  I flooded the bar with blackness, a storm of whirling shadows that fed me sensations from all they touched.  It was a little like echolocation—but not.  After a minute, I pulled the darkness back inside me.  “Well, that didn’t work.  Whatever it is, wherever, I can’t feel it.” 
 
    “That in itself is protection,” Kane said.  “It’s that half-second when you see it from the corner of your eye that it can drain your life through fear.” 
 
    I looked down at my feet where Juno sat.  Hearing our conversation, she had the heels of her hands pressed to her eyes and seemed to be chanting her ABCs. 
 
    Kane had been standing there fairly immobile for the last minute, which accentuated his motion when his left hand stabbed out, fingers grasping at air.  “Almost had it.  The beast is fast.” 
 
    “Vampire fast,” I said.  “Maybe not dragon fast.” 
 
    I was watching the curved surfaces of the bottles to get more sideways vision than I normally had.  A simple trick.  And though I’d mentioned dragon speed, my loose muscles were energized by my willpower to move with god-speed.    
 
    “Its weakness is that if you can see it, you can touch it,” Kane said. 
 
    If I can touch it, I can kill it. 
 
    I saw movement on the bottles.  My arm flew to the side, hand grasping as I turned from the hips.  My hand closed upon a scrawny neck.  I armored my hand and arm with an iron-hard condensation of shadow.  The curse-beast was the size of a spider monkey, fairly puny, albino furred with red-lit eyes.  Its puckered mouth was a matching red.  Its face was gold with a green stripe across the eyes; just like the mask that the dream stone had been attached to.  I wondered if Juno burning the mask had unleashed this curse upon her. 
 
    The creature clawed uselessly at my arm and tried biting my hand but couldn’t quite manage it. 
 
    Kane turned to look.  “You got it.” 
 
    The room shifted red as a bubble of disjointed space formed.  Kane and I were dragged inside the beast’s pocket dimension.  The entire barroom went away.   
 
    Now, I understood why my shadows hadn’t been able to find it.  The danger here was that natural laws could be suspended or altered.  This was a dimension of thought that the beast was used to manipulating. 
 
    Dangling at the end of my arm, the beast swelled until it towered over me and its hind paws touched the floor.  Rather than clutching a frail neck, I was left with a fistful of white fur, staring eye-to-eye with a mutant polar bear.   
 
    It opened its maw and roared. 
 
    Kane scooped Juno up and retreated.  “Let me know if you need any help,” he said. 
 
    “That will be the day.” 
 
    The beast crowded me but didn’t actually attack; it fed on fear, not violence.  And I was simply not afraid. 
 
    In the back shadows of my mind, golden eyes were open.  My inner dragon was highly interested in this development. 
 
    Do you want him? I asked. 
 
    Oh, yeah! 
 
    I gave the curse-beast a look of sympathy that I think utterly confused it.  Then I switched places with my inner dragon, letting him loose.  From the shadows of his mind, I borrowed his senses to watch the show. 
 
    My dragon loomed over the curse-beast, growling low in his voice.  His golden scales bristled with lightning.  His tail smashed the wooden floor.  His wings fanned and pumped, raising a sudden wind storm. 
 
    The curse-beast looked up into my dragon’s grinning face, at all of his pointy teeth.  And shriveled back down to the size of a tiny monkey as he scuttled away.  My dragon, however, had been reflecting on past mistakes.  He darted in at god-speed, jaws snapping.   
 
    He got the back half of the curse-beast and crunched it up, swallowing the dainty morsel.  Another snap and the rest of the beast was swallowed.  It was odd; the beast had the same coppery taste as our own lightning, with maybe just a little flatter flavor. 
 
    The red dimensional bubble popped.  We were back in Juno’s bar.  My dragon’s body crushed the bar and scattered tables and chairs.  His swinging tail broke slashed across the liquor bottles.  My dragon hit his head on the chandelier.  Irritated, he bit and wrenched it free of the ceiling, spitting it out.  The chandelier hit the floor and rolled, crashing into the front door.  Pretty much. Everything was totaled. 
 
    As my dragon traded places with me, the room became much smaller.  Kane walked up with Juno on his arm.  “You’re safe now,” he told her.  “And out of business.” 
 
    Looking down at her shirt, she frowned.  “Why is there a hand-shape burned on my shirt?” 
 
    “That’s from when I restarted your heart and saved your life,” I said.   
 
    “You never heard of mouth-to-mouth resuscitation?  I liked this shirt.” 
 
    “Do you have insurance?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, but I’m not sure it covers curse-beasts and dragons.  Damn, that was a real dragon, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “They don’t have to know you had a dragon in here,” I said.  “Just file for vandalism.” 
 
    She looked at me.  “I don’t suppose you want to buy a bar—as is?” 
 
    I sighed.  We’ll talk about.  You have my number.  One way or another, you’ll be taken care of.” 
 
    Kane patted her hand in a reassuring manner.  “He means that in a good way, I assure you.” 
 
    “Kane?  Ever wanted to own a vampire bar?  A place where your people can hang out with topless barmaid and guzzle warm blood from the source?” 
 
    Juno jerked away from Kane, her stare going to his lips.  “You’re a vampire?  A real vampire.” 
 
    “No,” I muttered.  “One of the unreal ones.” 
 
    Kane gave me a look I didn’t try to understand.  “What exactly would an unreal vampire be?” 
 
    “Go watch reruns of Buffy, the Vampire Slayer and you’ll know,” I said.  “Better yet, Angel might be more your speed.”  I opened a portal back to Gloria’s Place.  “Come along, Juno.  I think we can hook you up with a temporary gig that might go permanent.” 
 
    She looked into the dark swirl of shadow and its fringe of lightning.  “That doesn’t look safe.” 
 
    Oh, right.  Regular person’s reaction.  Guess I’m a little out of touch. 
 
    It’s how we got here,” I explained.  “You’ll be okay.  I give my word of honor as High King of Fairy.”  High in the sky, peeling across L.A., came the sound of mission bells. 
 
    Kane caught Juno’s gaze and pointed upward.  “They do that every time he makes a binding promise.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Yeah, if I break a promise, I break my connection to the magic of Fairy which just leaves me with just demon magic and shadow magic.” 
 
    “So, it’s safe,” Juno said. 
 
    “If I wanted you dead,” I said, “I’d have just left you that way.” 
 
    “Fine.  Fine.”  She closed her eyes, took a run, and jumped into the portal like she’d seen too many episodes of the old Slider’s TV show.   
 
    I followed and waited on the other side for Kane’s arrival before shutting down the portal.  Juno came to a stop, pulling back just in time so she didn’t bowl over the waitress.  But I was the one who got the waitress’ dirty look.   
 
    “I thought you’d run out on the check,” she said. 
 
    “I’m a demon lord so I must be evil, constantly, always!  Is that it?” 
 
    Kane shrugged.  “Well, you do call yourself a demon lord.  What else are people going to assume?” 
 
     “It’s just bad press.”  I looked around.  “Speaking of bad, where are the vamps that were causing trouble?” 
 
    “They cleared out after Gloria got back and threatened to castrate them.” 
 
    “Where is she?” I asked. 
 
    “Office,” the waitress said.   
 
    I grabbed Juno by the arm.  “Come with me.  I want you to meet my fiancée.” 
 
    “Someone actually wants to marry you?” Juno said. 
 
    “I’m starting to feel much put upon,” I said.  “You could be grateful I went to your rescue—for free.” 
 
    “Don’t look at me for sympathy,” Kane said.  “I’m not a real vampire, remember?” 
 
    “Oh, get an afterlife!”  I dragged Juno past the tables and chair, around wandering customers, to the office door.  Standing there, I knocked.   
 
    The door opened rather quickly.  Gloria peered into my eyes, her own stare red as hell-fire.  “Get in here.  I want to talk to you.” 
 
    I pulled Juno in with me, a diversion in case I needed to suddenly run for my life. 
 
    Gloria went to her desk and sat.  In a corner of the room, the news was on, a repeat of footage from the building in Chicago exploding in flames.  There was a freeze shot that caught Selene in dragon form ascending from the devastation, vanishing into the sky.  Gloria used a remote to turn off the set. 
 
    I pushed Juno into a visitor’s chair.  “This is Juno, a friend of Grace’s. Kane and I helped her with a curse-beast but unfortunately, her bar was totaled.  It may be a while before she’s in operation again, so I had a thought.” 
 
    “Be careful.  Those can be dangerous if you’re not used to them,” Gloria said. 
 
    Am I wearing a sign that says: Please disrespect me? 
 
    Gloria and Juno inspected one another the way any two women will who know they’re hot and want to know what the competition looks like. 
 
    I pushed on with my little feeble thought.  “Since we’re going to be married and then take a honeymoon—and all kinds of Flawless mischief could pop up unexpectedly—I thought it might be a good idea for you to have extra staff; someone experienced in running this kind of operation.  You could try Juno out for a while and maybe, turn things over to her while we work on my plans to conquer the multi-universe.” 
 
    “That’s not actually a bad idea.”  Gloria shifted her stare to Juno.   “Are you interested in maybe taking over this operation?” 
 
    Juno hesitated.  “That’s a weird crowd out there.  I saw some customers that might have been extras in a Lord of the Rings movie.  Or Hellraiser.  Is this place safe for normal people?” 
 
    “Just pretend they’re all cosplay characters who stay in character,” I said.  “The other staff members will have your back.” 
 
    “Why not go out and have a drink or two,” Gloria suggested.  “You look like you could use something strong.  Get used to us.  You don’t have to decide tonight.  Think it over.” 
 
    “Oh, well, a drink wouldn’t hurt.”  Juno stood up and moved to the door.  “Thanks.  Nice meeting you.” 
 
    Gloria smiled and waved her off. 
 
    Juno closed the door behind her. 
 
    Gloria’s hell-lit stare returned to me.  “You punched my son in the face.  Again?” 
 
    “I had to.  I was defending your honor.” 
 
    “My honor?” 
 
    “He said you were very shallow; that he could destroy all your hopes and dreams and you’d forgive him—as soon as you found red fuck-me pumps on sale somewhere.” 
 
    “He said that?” 
 
    “Essentially.  It’s not word for word, but you get the gist of it.” 
 
    “And that’s why you hit him?” 
 
    “I was doing okay while he was just annoying me.  Then he brought you into it.  I lost my temper.  You are my woman.  No one disrespects you in my presence without paying the price.” 
 
    “That’s actually romantic in a primitive hunter, chest-thumpy kind of way.”  The red light in her eyes faded to just a hint of warmth.  “But you have got to stop hitting him.  I want you to make peace with each other and get along.” 
 
    “And I want my harem.  We don’t always get what we want.  There’s a point where we take what pleasure we can rip from an unwilling universe and pretend to be happy like everyone else.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed.  “Is that you, trying to be the voice of reason?  So weird.” 
 
    I took out my phone and stared at it.  “Yeah, that’s me, the adult in the room.”  I flung my phone across the room, into the door.  The phone bounced to the floor.  I sighed standing up and went to get it.  Tired of busting my phones, I’d installed a magical app that kept this latest one from breaking—unless I really got serious.  I picked up my phone and returned to my chair. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Caine?” 
 
    “Stupid old fart won’t call.  His whole world is crashing down around his head, his people are dying, and he’s learned—surprisingly—that everything I’ve said about the Flawless menace is true.  And the stiff-necked clod-kicker can’t take a few seconds out to call me and grovel for help.  Bastard!” 
 
    “Poor thing.  You’re suffering.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.”  I considered throwing my phone again but manfully resisted the impulse.  I put it away and looked up at her.  “It’s not Adrian.  Are you going to tell me what’s really wrong?  I’ve pissed in your cornflakes somehow.  What’s really bothering you.” 
 
    Her nails drummed on her desk a moment.  “That thing that showed up when we were in bed together—” 
 
    “You mean that time I was fucking you all the way back to a previous incarnation and you couldn’t stop screaming my name because no one ever curled your toes like me; that time?” 
 
    “Ass!” 
 
    “Yes, I have one of those.  Thank you for noticing.” 
 
    She smiled.  “One of these days I’m going to have to throttle you.” 
 
    “Let me know when and I’ll pencil it into my busy schedule.  Okay, so you were weirded out.  So was I, a little, that’s natural.” 
 
    Dr, Phil says we need to affirm other people’s right to their emotions.  Pesky things.  Emotions just get in the way.  Only two of them are important: lust and greed.  Wait.  Maybe that’s the same thing. 
 
    “Caine?  Did I lose you?” 
 
    “Sorry, my mind became untethered and drifted a second.  Where were we?” 
 
    “What exactly is that black tentacled thing and how is it related to you?” 
 
    “You want to know if that’s a genetic defect?  No.  If we have a kid, he won’t have one of those inside him, yearning to break free and eat people.  That piece of living darkness was a parting gift to me from my father.  He weaponized me as a baby for the long battle across time with the Flawless.  My darkness misbehaves because it is still in an embryonic form.  It started out simply as something from Tartarus, native to that hell-dimension.  But it has fed from my uncontrolled subconscious passions all my life and is now sort of like an eviler twin—without my good looks.” 
 
    “Sort of like a magical parasite, or an embryonic dark god,” Gloria mused.  “Is that why you were able to leap into godhood so easily when it took Selene a thousand years?” 
 
    “Probably, not that I’ve given it much thought.  So, no; you won’t have kids with tentacles feeling you up while breastfeeding.” 
 
    “Thanks.  Lovely image.”  She offered me a sour smile.  “Okay, can we come up with a barrier to keep it out of our bedroom at least?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Until it gets stronger. 
 
    “You know, I have to wonder; when this unnatural weapon achieves its final form, what the hell will it be?” 
 
    “You’ll have to ask my bastard of a father.  There are one or two things I don’t know.” 
 
    Like when the damn phone is going to ring. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “Hell won’t take me  
 
    so I’m your problem.” 
 
      
 
                                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Calling it a night, I could have just portalled out of the bar, but I wanted a breath of fresh air and a look at the L.A. streets since I was here.  I do some of my best thinking while walking along, floating actually, waiting for junkies and muggers to pounce.  I stepped outside, an inch off the ground, and turned toward the side parking lot by habit even though I didn’t have my Mustang with me.  Later, if I wanted, I could always magically transport it here so I could drive back. 
 
    I turned the corner of the building, entered the lot, and saw a reception committee waiting.  Adrian and his two friends hadn’t gone far, and they’d called more white-blonde, blue-eyed vamps to the party.  I swiftly counted fourteen in all: their idea of a fair fight. 
 
    That’s all right; I like these odds. 
 
    Shadow crept over my body, armoring me.  I left only my face bare as I walked toward the group.  They formed a loose crescent between two aisles of parked cars.  High on the outside wall, I saw the security camera swing our way, which told me someone was on the monitor station, taking an interest.  Maybe one of Kane’s ghosts had told him a rumble was going down.  A moment later, a small green glow appeared off to the side, then another.  Each had cameras, recording this battle for posterity.  Since it was Kane, it also meant no help was coming. 
 
    Again, fine with me. 
 
    Adrian’s nose had healed already, vampire healing factor.  The memory of pain, however, fired his gaze a deep red.   
 
    Mental note: try and leave him alive for Gloria’s sake. 
 
    I stopped, looking over the other vamps.  They all gave off a strong vibe of blood magic.  There were too many of them with that trait.  Few local vamps had that gift, and all of these guys had a similar inbreed Nordic look. 
 
    “Let me guess,” I said.  “All of you are on loan from the Chicago Master Vamp.” 
 
    Adrian smiled, intending it to look threatening and friendly at the same time.   
 
    He should practice more. 
 
    Adrian said, “Toumas of the Malkiv Clan has an issue with an outsider rising above him in the hierarchy.” 
 
    Kain had originally created thirteen clans to rule the vampire world.  Toumas was the present-day lord of the fifth clan that governed the Great Lakes territory.  Like his men, he was known for platinum hair, arctic-blue eyes, and a legendary appetite for blood, drugs, and women.   
 
    This is a test; he’s probably more interested in Kane’s reaction to this incursion than in killing me.  I also have a feeling Kane has set me up as much as Adrian has. 
 
    Still fine. 
 
    “Adrian,” I said, “did you warn them that I recently ascended to god-tier?  And that my other soul is a dragon?” 
 
    “He did,” one of the Nordic vamps said.  “That’s what makes this so interesting.” 
 
    “You speak for Toumas?” I asked. 
 
    He grinned, definitely having the friendly menace of it perfected.  “Allow me to introduce myself.  I am Jarl Stain, second among the Malkiv vampires.” 
 
    He’s buying time.   
 
    His men chanted softly.  There was blood spilled on the concrete, some kind of pattern under me.   
 
    Like I wouldn’t notice what my feet hovered over. 
 
    That I wasn’t touching the blood seal was going to hinder their magic, whatever they thought they were doing. 
 
    “Stain, what do you get out of facing almost certain destruction?  What’s Adrian offering?”  I was curious about how much I was worth. 
 
    “The blood of a god,” Stain said.  “Being a new god, you might not be that strong yet, but if we drink your blood, we’ll at least get a hell of a high from it, maybe a few new magical powers as well—if we drain you dry.” 
 
    “I want his brainless skull when you’re through with him,” Adrian said. 
 
    Stain slanted him a smirk.  “Sure.  Anything for a friend of the Malkiv vampires.  Just make sure you remain our friend or Toumas will send us back—for you.” 
 
    Adrian, you idiot.  If you ever had a chance to rise to power in the vampire world, you just threw it away to become someone else’s lap dog. 
 
    One of the vampire mages spoke.  “It’s not working.” 
 
    Stain suddenly looked a little less sure of himself. 
 
    I grinned.  “Oh, am I supposed to actually be standing in that blood?  Let me help you.”  I dropped an inch to the pavement, completing the circuit for them.  “Okay, go ahead.  Take your best shot.” 
 
    Feverishly, the chanting kicked into high gear.  Stain lifted his voice above the background sounds: “Blood to blood, we bind you!” 
 
    Idiots.  If it were my body touching the blood, you might have a chance, but an armored shell of concentrated nothingness, pure primal darkness from a time before light itself chose to shine.   
 
    The perfect insulation. 
 
    Still, I played along, grabbing my chest as if my heart were seizing up.  I wobbled dramatically and fell to my knees.  Then, I gave them a realistic scream of soul-writhing agony.   
 
    I hope Kane appreciates the efforts I’m going to. 
 
    Finishing off my performance, I fell backward, writhed, then arched my back as if my soul were taking flight.  The masterstroke was a full-body collapse as I went boneless in my shell of darkness.  I lay there, unmoving, a death-rattle seeping out of my throat.   
 
    The chanting cut off. 
 
    Adrian yelled.  “You did it.  That cocky bastard is dead at last.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Stain sounded confused.  “The binding spell should simply have made him helpless.  He shouldn’t be dead.” 
 
     “If he’s dead, shouldn’t we drink his blood before it cools?” one of the other blood-mage vampires asked.   
 
    I extended my god-senses backward, through the planet, to the opposite side where there was daylight.  My mind drifted up from there into a sunlit sky.  I opened a small portal, a conduit for the light.  It pooled inside me, a building pressure of photons, a lot of it UV. Adrian hung back as his buddies encircled me, staring down hungrily. 
 
    As Stain knelt beside me, reaching for my neck, I opened the near end of the portal that was on the surface of my chest.  A storm of light roiled above me.  The vampires screamed as their substance burned, their eyes melting in their faces.  The younger ones caught fire and burned as if they’d been guzzling accelerants.  The older vampires went straight to ash. 
 
    I closed the mini-portal and levitated myself off the ground, flipping so my feet hung underneath me as I looked for Adrian.  He faced away, hunching, having used his back to shield more vulnerable areas.  He was far enough away, I doubted he’d got more than superficial burns.  They’d heal up after he got ahold of some fresh blood.  If I didn’t kill him first. 
 
    I drifted toward him in the gloom. 
 
    He straightened, turned, and saw me coming.  He turned to run. 
 
    With a burst of god-speed, I veered around him to appeared in front of him, as if from thin air.  “You’re not leaving the party so soon, are you?” 
 
    He stumbled back from me.  “Leave me alone!” 
 
    “I have been leaving you alone.  You came after me, remember?  Twice now on the same night.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve decided to consider letting you marry my Mom.”   
 
    “How awfully nice of you.”  I gave him my special #28 Death-Knocking-on-your-Door smile. 
 
    “Ummm, before you do anything hasty, I should remind you that she wants me at the wedding.” 
 
    Gloria’s voice snapped.  “No.  I don’t.”  Her heels clicked on the concrete as she walked around burnt vampires and the ashes of those who’d left no other remains.  “You brought hostile vampires in from another territory to attack my Chosen One.  That is a betrayal on so many levels.  Not just of me but of our entire clan.  If anyone else had done this, they’d face summary judgment and immediate execution.” 
 
    Adrian stared past me at her.  “That’s absurd!  I’m protecting our clan from this prick.” 
 
    “Don’t bother.  You are no longer in our family nor under the shield of our clan.  You may be blind to duty but I am not.” 
 
    He cringed at that.  “Mother!” 
 
    “I just told you; I am not your mother.  Be out of town within the hour.  There will be those hunting you.” 
 
    “I want a trial!” he screamed.  “I demand a chance to make my case before grandfather.” 
 
    “He’s been watching on the security cameras,” I said.  “He probably told Gloria you’d be dead by dawn if you didn’t leave.  She probably humiliated herself as it is begging for your life.  Kane has always seen the weakness in you.” 
 
    Gloria didn’t comment further.  Her heels clicked as she stalked away, embarrassed that I’d had to explain that much to him. 
 
    Adrian stood there, stunned, staring after Gloria.  “But where will I go?” 
 
    I plucked his phone from his coat pocket and checked the contact list.  The idiot had Toumas on speed dial.  They’d apparently had a number of conversations.  I pressed the button for the Chicago Master Vampire. 
 
    Adrian looked at me.  “What are you doing?” He reached for the phone. 
 
    I slapped his hand away.   
 
    The connection went through.  A voice said, “Adriane?  I did not expect to hear from you so soon.” 
 
    “This is Caine Deathwalker.  I just thought you’d want to know that Adrian got all your boys killed.”  Adrian paled as if he hadn’t drunk blood in years.  I smelled his terror.   
 
    “Nice of you to let me know personally,” Toumas said.  “Is Adrian there?  I’d like a word with him.” 
 
    I made a shooing motion toward Adrian and walked away from him, still carrying his phone.  “Adrian has just been kicked out of the royal vampire family and has to leave town before he becomes a victim of friendly fire.  There’s no need to look for him here.  Also, I doubt he’ll be going anywhere near the Great Lakes for centuries to come.” 
 
    “I understand.  Is anyone out there planning on visiting me.” 
 
    I laughed coldly.  “Oh, you can count on it.”  I dropped the phone, stomped it, and kept going, rising into the night in my god-form, wings like golden swords pushing out of my back.  The city dwindled under me.  I turned toward Long Beach and flew languidly toward the sea. 
 
    I thought of comforting Gloria but decided she’d do better with some private time to cry.  After all, her son was dead.  Again.  And he’d done it to himself. 
 
      
 
    I descended toward the Clan House, phasing through the roof of the Great Hall as I arrived.  I sank into the interior and dropped through open space past a chandelier.  There was no one in the space to see me land on the parquet floor.  Reabsorbing my wings, and dropping the shadows I wore over my suit, I pulled out my phone and called Zero-T.   
 
    The connection went through.  “Hello?” 
 
    “It’s Caine.  I’m back.  Where are you/” 
 
    “Banquet room.”  He sounded like me, still roleplaying. 
 
    “The meetings can’t still be going on,” I said. 
 
    “Not really.  We’ve adjourned for the day but a few of us are lingering, sharing amusing stories over wine.” 
 
    “Let me guess.  You’re entertaining Captain Fria Johnson, the special liaison from the Pentagon, in the hopes that after you get her drunk, she won’t mind sleeping with a demon lord, with you filling in for me.” 
 
    “Right first time,” Zero-T said.  “Hold on a second while I excuse myself.”  I heard him murmur something to his date.  A few seconds later, he was back.  “Okay, I can talk.”   
 
    “Just remember that my reputation is in your hands.  And I am known to have incredible stamina as well as a python of a cock.  I don’t think it’s out yet that I actually have two cocks.” 
 
    “Don’t worry.  This is me.  I never have complaints.  I’m uh big dawg where it counts.”  His voice went slightly ghetto. 
 
    “Stay in character, idiot.  Are the rest of the officials still here?” 
 
    “Yeah, Imari put them in guest quarts.  Why?” 
 
    “After this Dragon World situation shakes out, I’m going to take them there on a tour, letting them see what could happen to Earth if we’re caught by surprise by the Flawless.” 
 
    “Ah, that makes sense.  You’ll look pretty good to them compared to the problems they could have.” 
 
    “Exactly.  Is Imari up there with you? And has she seen through your disguise?” 
 
    “Dude, I don’t know how she did it.  She pegged me for a fake within five minutes.  She’s even been whispering pointers to me—as if I need them!” 
 
    “Is she still there?” I repeated. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.  You want her?” 
 
    “Tell her we have a situation and I want her to join me in the War Room.” 
 
    “Something you need my help with?” 
 
    “Not at this stage.  Send her down, now!”   
 
    Over the phone, I heard him barking orders at her—and knew she’d eventually make him pay for that. 
 
    Not my problem. 
 
    I put my phone away and went to the back, left corner of the Great Hall where a door opened onto a long hallway.  I stopped halfway down where two demons stood watch.  I knew them; Imari sometimes assigned them as an escort for me when she thought I might need a security detail or she wanted to impress other demon clans with my importance.  Tonight, they had guard duty on the War Room. 
 
    They stiffened with recognition as they saw me.  Thorn, the nature demon, was covered with violet thorns and leaves, hence his name.  The earth demon, Quartz, had petrified skin that made him look like a quartz countertop turned into a golem.   
 
    Thorn waved a medallion over me, something to detect magical glamours.  I was glad they were up on their training and not simply trusting their senses.  Imari ran a tight ship despite having to deal with me. 
 
    “It’s him,” Thorn said. 
 
    “You can go right in,” Quartz rumbled. 
 
    I pushed between them and crossed the threshold.  A light crew was on duty since we had no current operations running.  I went to the big chair used by the Old Man when he was here.  Sitting, I scanned the monitors, the tech-stations, the dormant holo-field table where 3-d buildings could be projected when an operation was being planned.  The demon-nerds inside the room shot me nervous looks.  They sensed trouble and knew they were not the usual ones to handle it for the clan. 
 
    I smelled their nervous sweat. 
 
    “Relax,” I said.  “We’re just going to be laying the foundation for a future job.  Pull up all data on Toumas, the vampire lord of the fifth clan, governing the Great Lakes territory.  I want to know where he lairs, what security he likely employs, who his men are, and what vulnerability his blood magic has.” 
 
    Imari arrived as I was telling them this.  She came over to stand by chair. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “They sent a hit team tonight to take me out at Gloria’s Place.  In a week or so, I want us ready to return the favor.” 
 
    “They tried to kill you?” she said.  “I thought your relationship to Kane and Gloria would have prevented that.” 
 
    “Some of the vamps see themselves, instead of me, marrying Gloria.  It’s complicated.  By the way, Adrian was working with them.  He’s no longer a part of the local vampire clan.  Put the word out—shoot on sight.” 
 
    You want my brainless skull, huh?  I’ll have yours for a drinking cup. 
 
    “Got it,” she said.  The screens filled with the data I’d requested.  Imari gave them her full attention.  The flames dancing off her bald head grew a little higher, more intense, a sure sign she was looking forward to kicking vampire ass. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    “To tear down the most powerful,  
 
    you have to be too stupid to  
 
    know it can’t be done.” 
 
      
 
                                                           —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Many hours later, I was dragged from sleep by my Grandfather’s call.  Shovel-loads of excrement had not only hit the osculating cooling device but buried it alive; things were bad.  One of the Flawless had come and millions and millions were dead.  Cities were in flaming ruins.  And Kur was desperate enough to finally turn to me as the Flawless menace moved in on the Capital City.   
 
    I sat on the edge of the bed and sheathed myself in darkness, talking into the phone: “And I suppose you expect me to come without even getting breakfast?” 
 
    I heard Kur’s teeth grinding over the phone.  “If you would be so good.” 
 
    I opened a dark portal rimmed with curls of golden light.   “Fine.  I guess someone needs to do the job you can’t.  try to hold on until I get there.”   
 
    I hung up on him and called Kane.   
 
    The connection went through.  “Yes?” 
 
    “It’s me.  Kur finally called.  I’m going to the Dragon World now.” 
 
    “I shall probably see you there.  Try not to die.” 
 
    I hung up, put my phone on the nightstand, and walked into my portal.  The portal closed behind me. 
 
    I looked around at one of the Capital City Parks, one of many scattered across downtown.  Garden plots and paths surrounded me.  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.  A buffer zone of woodland walled the park away from heavy traffic lanes.  And some of the closest buildings.  I’d been to this park before, that time I’d kidnapped Julia from school.  Now that she lived with me, I no longer had to do such fun things—damn it.   
 
    I saw monolithic towers made of steel, stone, and topaz glass—just as I remembered.  They all looked river-worn.  Steam-punk looking trams wove around the upper buildings, servicing assorted neighborhoods.   
 
    You’d think everything is normal. 
 
    I turned in a half-circle, looking for trouble.  On the northern horizon, an unnatural fire burned.  A frosty lime glow fanned up into the sky.  And above that light, hovering in the sky like a small lumpy moon, was an almost crystalline shape that bent oddly, as if some of its dimensions conformed to the rules of alien dimensions.  Overall, it reminded me of the mega-tie sculpture I created in Fairy in order to become High King there.  Of course, that crystal abstraction hadn’t played with its own dimensions this way. 
 
    Something about the Flawless 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 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 flamed bright pink.  “It came like you said, Caine.  The first Flawless.  Colt tells us this is our first contact, not counting temporal anomalies.”   
 
    I looked back at the beams tearing the hell out of Capital City.  “How many other cities have fallen already?” 
 
    “Five,” she said the word hard, biting it off sharply in her disapproval. 
 
    “What did the dragons do when it first showed up?” 
 
    “They flew around it and tried to escort it down,” Vivian said.  “When it ignored them, they got offended and went to war.” 
 
    I smiled grimly.   “Well, let’s just see how Flawless they really are.”  I rose a few feet in the air, a black shade with blades of golden light fanning from my back, both swords and wings. 
 
    Vivian’s gasped though it wasn’t her first time seeing my shadow-god form.  I understood; even I was impressed with my coolness. 
 
    “Take me with you,” she said. 
 
    “Can’t, not into that kind of firepower.  I need to be free to go all out.  I’m sure you’ll find plenty to help out with though.  The city is burning.” 
 
    I shot high into the air before she could jump on for a ride.  The truth was, Colt—the sixteen-year-old version—loved her.  She’d been dying of blood loss and he’d fed her his semi-divine dragon blood to save her life, without realizing the intoxicating effect demigod 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 separate ways, pretending it hadn’t happened, but neither one of them could.   So, they were a couple now, bound by affection and guilt.   
 
    A couple of idiots.   
 
    Colt’s mom, my beloved Red Moon Goddess, 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 that was needed to save the multiverse from the Flawless annihilation.   
 
    Well, I wasn’t going to let Vivian die.  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 edged by forest.  Dozens of wings of dragons came in from all directions: golds, greens, blues, reds.  The vee formations dotted the sky, bearing down on the crystal 3-d puzzle-shape of the Flawless as it dissolved the city with its frost-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 an erupting thrill; here was the threat I was born to face, the core purpose of my destiny: an enemy to sink my teeth into. 
 
    My inner dragon opened golden eyes inside the back shadows of my mind.  He studied the Flawless through my eyes.  It’s the size of a small moon.  If it crashes, the city will be lost anyway. 
 
    They’re probably evacuating already, at least the civilians. 
 
    We’re dragons.  We have no civilians. 
 
    Well, the children then.  I know they won’t be put on the front lines, and someone will be protecting them.  I suspect the attacking wings will be trying to lure the Flawless toward an area without refugees while they deal with this. 
 
    My inner dragon sounded grim.  If the dragon forces could deal with this, Kur wouldn’t have called us.  
 
    He’ll still be out there, leading the troops.   
 
    I smiled with delight.  It had to be humbling to my grandfather to beg for help.  He might survive the Flawless, but not such an indignity as actually needing my help. 
 
    I continued to climb so that I could look down on the semi-crystal threat and the dragon wings that harried it.  The vee-formations were color-coded, like the dragon clans they came from.  The red wings spewed fire—dragon fire, worse than napalm, hell to put out.  The red flames clung to the Flawless, obscuring parts of it, but eventually sloughing off, leaving the alien structure undamaged.  
 
    Red was usually first in.  The Green Clan fliers were holding back along with the Black Clans.  They were support troops.  Green dragons wielded earth magic.  They were stronger near the ground.  They would swoop in once the enemy was grounded.  Black dragons used void magic.  Their weapons were shadow and thunder.   
 
    Silver and Gold were known for delivering death strokes. 
 
    I saw the silver and gold wings at eye level, approaching the opposite side of the Flawless from my position.  The wing formations stretched out like Christmas tinsel ready fall on waiting branches.   
 
    Before turning god, I’d fought two rogue silver dragons in Las Vegas where they’d gone all-out.  I knew from personal experience the havoc their solar breaths could cause.  Even red dragon fire was impotent before it.  The only clan with stronger attack power was my own: The Gold Dragon Clan that ruled all others, my mother’s clan.  Our breath was lightning.  
 
    My inner dragon said: We are born of storms, meant for battles like these. 
 
    “We’ll let them go first,” I said. “Their attacks will be instructional.” 
 
    My dragon said: Black is making a feint. 
 
    The Black Clan dragons swept in below the Flawless.  They wound around the pale green ray, staying in its wake as they took up their position.  I nodded.  “They’ll shadow out the city, hoping the Flawless won’t want to shoot blindly, and at the same time they’ll hit it with a vortex attack with a column of void shooting up at the center.” 
 
    How do you know? 
 
    “Anticipating having to conquer this place myself, I’ve spent years studying dragon military history.  It’s really quite predictable.” 
 
    Indeed, the area under the Flawless turned to darkness.  Violently shifting currents of air rocked the Flawless.  Its beams snapped off as the alien menace reevaluating events. 
 
    “Blue will go next,” I said.  “They’ll hit the mid-zone and use water magic.” 
 
    And there they went, blue dragons, veiled in white clouds, towing a storm along as they circled the Flawless, launching tendrils of cloud at the enemy. 
 
    What’s that supposed to do?  It will leave because it doesn’t like getting wet? 
 
    I stared across at the Gold and Silver wings.  The Silver dropped to follow the Blue wings in, using the cloud cover while the green dragons dropped into the shelter of the aerial shadow.  I knew the black dragons would be heading away, leaving their vacuum vortex behind for the Gold dragons to use as a conduit.  Already, the Gold wings were spiraling above the Flawless.  It wobbled in the dark column. 
 
    Gold wing lightning fell in awful torrents, webbing the Flawless with searing death.  The whole area went into a kind of golden fuzziness as the light-storm raged.  The lightning would be aided by the water sluiced across the Flawless’ surface.  As some breaths died, others were fired, and the vacuum grew stronger.  The thunder-claps of air rushing back in as the breaths ended were anemic but a side effect of them was to add to the draw of the incoming winds.   
 
    The darkness vanished. The resulting turbulence spun the Flawless in a more violent wobble.  Under it, green and blue wings finished clearing the space.  This was good because the warehouses and the industrial sections were now exploding from the lightning fall.  Fires rage, spewing black smoke into the air.   
 
    The rain clouds dropped to the fires, providing a little damage control. 
 
    And then the Silver wings roared their challenges, shivering the sky.  Beams of solar-plasma—like leaping prominences—needled into the Flawless, clawing the weirdly folded surface which shed the eye’s attention like a fey glamour.   
 
    Is that going to do it? my dragon asked. 
 
    “I doubt it.  That would be too easy.  If the Flawless could be defeated with conventional tactics, they’d make a ridiculous threat—not at all worth the rumors from the future and the countermeasures Selene has been making.   
 
    So, this Flawless hasn’t shown us anything yet.   
 
    “Remember, it’s learning from us, too.  That’s why the city isn’t completely gutted.  Besides, it will want to sift through everything once the resistance is broken, scrounging for resources.” 
 
     My inner dragon chewed on that as I watched the blaze die down.  The clouds were gone, melted to nothing by the Silver dragons.  
 
    The Flawless hung pristinely in the superheated air as parts of it took turns rotating in and out of conventional space.  I suspected its multi-phasic nature was the reason it wasn’t harmed.  Incoming attacks were rotated out of time/space and bled safely away into disjointed dimensions. 
 
    “Still, if anyone can rip open Pandora’s box, I ought to be able to manage it.” 
 
    My inner dragon said: Let me go in. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. 
 
    If I’m going to claim the tithes of my world as their new god, I need to earn them; then no one can refuse. 
 
    “Far be it from me to interfere with wartime profiteering.  Knock yourself out.” 
 
    I started the process, feeling my shoulder blades melt fast as wax in a blast furnace.  The bone flowed and restructured, hardening again. Spurs pierced my skin from the inside, shredding my back.  More struts stabbed out.  Blood dripped down my back. New muscles, blood vessels, tendons, and leathery skin layered the struts in an orgy of regeneration.  My tough skin went gold, tingling, and ridged as I scaled over.  My finger and toenails grew out into black dragon claws. 
 
    Darkness crashed my mind, as my inner dragon pushed to take control.  I felt my body expanding as I became the rider in the back of my dragon’s mind.   
 
      
 
    His battle rage backwashed over me, bracing as whiskey, lethal as lightning.  Extending my thoughts, I plugged into his neural net and senses—and the world returned, a movie screen hanging in front of me.  My wings pumped energetically even though godly power was enough to keep my dragon hovering.  Lightning warmed my throat.  I tasted dragon magic: hot copper.  Opening my mouth, I spit golden jags that fanned out and burned the air. 
 
     My head now extended on a long neck.  I curled it back to look myself over.  This was the second time my dragon had manifested in god-mode.  I’d used human form previously.  Sheathed in shadow, I could have passed for a black dragon at a distance except I was much bigger.  What gave my true nature away were my claws—all of them golden scimitars like something out of Star Wars.  The gold sword-wings that had adorned my human back had slid down as my tail grew out, becoming a ridge of fins near the tip of my tail. 
 
    My dragon nodded our head.  I felt his approval at his new modified state. 
 
    Don’t forget there’s a battle going on, I reminded him.  
 
    Not ‘til I get there. 
 
    I was concerned because of the unpredictable nature of the Flawless and the fact that my dragon had never really fought as a god before—that had been me.  He was inexperienced and as arrogant as all dragons. 
 
    I suspected this might not end well without me high jacking the stories ending, but I’d give him his shot.  He let me have our physical body most of the time; letting him off the leash when he requested kept us in balance.   
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY 
 
      
 
    “Carnage should be bloody awful 
 
    or what good are dreams?” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    External energies from Kur’s dragons hadn’t killed the Flawless or inflicted a wound, yet my dragon flew straight at it, pumping wings for speed, sheathed in shadow, with lightning jagging over the golden blades that adorned the tip of our tail.   
 
    The enemy’s fractured-crystal beauty begged to be destroyed.  I couldn’t wait to see it fallen in glorious, splendid ruin.   The thing shone with opalescence in places, coldly metallic elsewhere, with too many vanishing points—like something Picasso would have painted during an acid trip.  This had to be some kind of phasing vessel with a crew and hollow spaces inside.  And somewhere in there, there had to be shadows we could use to open a portal for entry.   
 
    Riding in the back of my dragon’s mind, I looked over his plan: like a stone skimming water, he intended to portal inside, popping into a shadow deep in its multispatial structure.  Of course, he needed to target a big shadow, one dragon-sized. 
 
    As we tore in, I noticed the wing formations withdrawing.  The dragons had done their best and failed.  If I knew Kur, he’d be using this time to come up with contingency plans in case I failed, too.  That’s what made him a good general.  A warrior should never assume success but just be happy when the job is done.  Assumptions can fuck one over most grievously. Avoiding them minimizes reversals on the battlefield. 
 
    The Flawless swelled as we neared, dwarfing my dragon-god form.  A lifetime of being shorter than the ones I killed left me undaunted.  The construct continued to fire those frosty green rays over the city.  Buildings exploded.  Pale green flames spread out, becoming normal fire once far enough from the strike zones.   
 
    My dragon’s approach was completely ignored.  I understood the Flawless attitude; just one more dragon, as powerless as the rest, maybe a little bigger is all. 
 
    Yeah, you’ll see. 
 
    Green fire isn’t natural.  There are no green stars in space.  Green fireworks only exist because men add copper to the gunpowder.  I discounted magic.  This had more of a feel of alien science to it.  I could only hope the Flawless didn’t know how to use defensive magic. 
 
    We collided.  I slammed to a stop but didn’t fall.  The will of a god—me—held us in place as my wings stilled, claws scratching for traction.  A thunderous bellow of rage slammed out of my mouth and shivered the air. 
 
    Dragons will be dragons. 
 
    It wasn’t a wall that stopped me.  It was nothingness, non-space left behind when what should have been there was rotated through other realities.   
 
    But realities have shadows.  I felt ahead for one, trying to get a feel for its quantum signature.   
 
    A stain of darkness spread over the Flawless’ skin as I pulled its shadows to me.  My magic stitched together a hundred jagged shards of darkness, all with conflicting quantum signatures.  Overriding the signatures, melding to the shadows, I sank into the stain.  My dragon became the purest shadow.   
 
    It was a bitch to dampen out the extra quantum signatures with the Flawless working against me.  Abruptly, it stopped long enough to let me seep partway in.   
 
    A trap! 
 
    Red agony sliced across my mind, man and dragon screaming in stereo.  The universe sank into thoughtless tearing hell.  My voice died, losing breath, and still, I screamed.   
 
    Going through a meat grinder would have been easier.  My dragon and I were churned and folded, stabbed and filleted, strewn across multiple dimensional realities. Anything, not a god, would have died.  I became twenty bleeding chunks, a hundred, a thousand…   
 
    We pulled free, rotating out of the Flawless’ skin, but not back to the Dragon World.  The quantum state I’d borrowed belonged to an altered space that now surrounded me.   
 
    I’d never been here before.  The ether was pinkish-brown with a very close tan star and ribbon-shaped planets that filled their orbital rings like green snakes biting their own tails.  And there was a translucent ghost of the Flawless.  It must have had thousands of such ghost-facets scattered across the multiverse, harvesting quantum states to support its main body.   
 
    Had I chosen a different shadow piece to occupy, one with another signature than the reality I was in, I could have ended up someplace ever weirder.  I hung in the unfamiliar void, shedding agony, letting the ripples of near dissolution die down in my dragon’s shadow-shape.   
 
    My mind was out of pain but the memory still seared.  I had thought I knew what pain was.  I’d believed I’d tasted all its nuances and flavors.  Hell, no.  I now had a new standard. 
 
    All right, the second round also goes to the Flawless, but the fight’s not over.  I sent a thought to my dragon.  Ready to take another whack at it, or do you want to let me try it? 
 
    I got us vital intelligence. 
 
    Sure, you did. 
 
    And we were wrong.  It’s not a ship.  The whole thing is a living being—scattered across thousands of disjointed universes. 
 
    Yeah, I got that too.   
 
    The shadows we’d drawn to us had no memory of organic life.  The Flawless was a single inorganic medium given fluidity—not by molecular nature—but by a storm of divergent realities, folding it in an endless chaotic strobe.  There were fissures throughout, chasms in some cases, small tunnels, and webbed arteries; all filled with complex electromagnetic resonances.  These vacancies—like the rest of the Flawless—were continually shuffled around, attuned to no reality at all. 
 
    We’re changing back to human god-form and I’m going back in. 
 
    My dragon asked: How? 
 
    The seeds of victory are contained in every defeat. 
 
    Now you’re just trying to bullshit me. 
 
    I grinned.  Actually, no.  I have a plan. 
 
    Now I’m scared. 
 
    I sighed mentally.  You’re going to be scared anyway.  It’s the nature of non-stupid life to flinch away from what gives us pain.  We can’t let that pattern develop.  We’ve got to jump back on the horse that dumped our ass. 
 
    So, making the same stupid mistake again is your plan? 
 
    Essentially.  But we invade a softer target.  The Flawless ghost here in front of us should be more vulnerable.  Once we’re in there, we shift to an aspect of the Flawless that’s on the Dragon World. 
 
    My dragon went silent, thinking it over a few seconds.  That could work. 
 
    I know, right?  Am I a genius or what? 
 
    He didn’t answer.   
 
    Still drenched in shadow, my dragon shifting back to my human form.  As he dwindled, in size, the golden blades on his tail flowed up his spine.  By the time I became human, the four blades bristled out of my back like fairy wings of golden light.  Their energy propelled me ahead through the void.   
 
    It occurred to me that the Flawless randomly shifted these ghost selves among different dimensions to prevent exactly what I was doing.  I didn’t want to jinx myself with that thought, but it might be too late, so I had to trust to pure speed, god-speed.  My gut tightened as I neared. The memory of recent agony sent a tremor through me, an acidy-frisson in my guts.   
 
    In the back shadows of my mind, my inner dragon flapped along, eyes golden stars, a roar hurled forth against the enemy.  He thought his example might bolster my courage.  It did.  I roared along with him. 
 
    We hit for the second time, painlessly, and flitted through the Flawless ghost-piece like it was just more void.  Its refracting image wavered around us as our splash into it created visual distortions.  It seemed to me it had felt our approach and was trying to jump universes to avoid us. 
 
    But the shadow-chasms and fissures touching the fractured sections imprinted were imprinted with the new quantum pattern and what shadows know, I know.  I altered my own quantum signature with the new pattern, melding with Flawless destination.   
 
    The old universe blinked and was replaced with another space.  This was a dark, fluidic universe, where planets were bubbles riding cosmic currents in a warm sea.  There was no true void.  A sluice of some alien fluid swirled into the Flawless which didn’t have enough solidity to keep it out.   
 
    It’s trying to use this reality to flush me out. 
 
    Propelled by my wings, I stayed in shadow and concentrated on not accidentally falling out of the Flawless. 
 
    This became harder when a sharktopus swam in with the fluid stream and noticed my glowing wings with its gamma-green eyes.  Graphite grey with four trailing tentacles, it flashed past and turned to make another pass.  Its maw opened wide, displaying five rows of triangular teeth.  It dwarfed me but could have made a mouthful for my dragon.   
 
    Golden dragon magic wrote spell tatts across the darkness of my chest.  I extended my right hand and dragon-fire leaped out.  A second spell circle pattern formed on my stomach.  I extended my left hand and black lightning jazzed forth.  Some of the black electrical force dissipated in the fluid, washing back over me, tingling my skin.   
 
    The results of using my magic had not quite been what I’d expected.  The differing natural laws of this fluidic universe were interfering with my intent.  Still, fire and black lightning went down the sharktopus’ throat and blew it apart from the inside, chumming the waters. 
 
    Almost too distracted, I felt a new quantum signature in the Flawless’ shadows.  It was jumping its ghost self again.  I grabbed onto the new pattern, rewriting myself.  And the fluidic universe vanished.   
 
    The new space was a hell-dimension, no doubt about it.  The sky was clouded with sulfur.  A giant red sun tried to peer through, adding a huge smear of orange.  The Flawless hovered over black lava flows where migrating worm monsters sliced themselves into mauve-colored sashimi.  All they needed was soy sauce and a little wasabi paste.   
 
    My inner dragon’s mouth watered. 
 
    No time for dining out, I told him. 
 
    Already, my Flawless ghost was rewriting its quantum signature.  Instead of waiting for it to finish, I altered my own quantum signature to match the Dragon World, having located a piece of shadow that was somehow isolated from the many changes.  This piece held the homing pattern I wanted, an anchoring line back to the main body of the Flawless.   
 
    I sent a pulse throughout the internal shadows, resetting them and all they touched.  Using the converted shadow-space, I dragged the rest of the ghost-piece back to the Dragon World, to its main form—with me inside.   
 
    I had done it; I was inside the invader destroying the Dragon World.  It could send out that ghost again, but I would stay here where I needed to be, a shadow-splinter deep under its skin.  My physical form was simple darkness. The shadow-spaces still carried their electromagnetic impulses, acting as a nervous system.  Unlike in the ghost, this energy was harsher, more intense.  Still, all it did to me was to ripple the shadow-skin of my human form, blurring the crispness of my edges with waves.   
 
    If I allowed myself any substance, I’d be torn apart. 
 
    Across my back I willed runes of golden light into existence, shaping a spell circle.  The summoning spell reached through the cosmic ether to the Saint Catalina Island Clan House armory.  The sword my father had given me leaped time and space to my hand, a black blade enveloped in a golden haze of raw dragon magic.  The incompatible magics were forced to coexist, an impossible state reflecting my own impossible existence; I, too, wasn’t supposed to be magically possible. 
 
    In my hands, the weapon grew to dragon-length, its edge severing everything it touched.  I poured out a storm of dissonance.  I could feel the Flawless trying to tune me out of itself, but I fought to hang on to its dark places through all its attempted spatial shifts and dimensional rotations.  It would have to bathe in a sun and take massive damage to weaken my shadow-hold.  I didn’t want it to escape, or call for help; one Flawless had proved enough trouble and it wasn’t even down yet.   
 
    I kept up the flow of raw magic into it; corrupting all the quantum signatures enough so it couldn’t warp anywhere—the magical equivalent of white noise.  The drain was terrible.  God or not, I couldn’t pour out this much power indefinitely. 
 
    But I had a solution. 
 
    There were burning and shattered cities and dying dragon scattered freely.  I couldn’t stop that.  I wasn’t a death god either, able to feed on death and grow stronger.  I left that kind of thing to Anubis, Osiris, and Hades.  However, the magic of Fairy let me feed on life—whatever life lay in the city ruins under collapsed buildings.  I just had to find those dying, with no hope but possessing a will for vengeance. 
 
    Pulling off a multi-spatial dispersal of shadow clones, I sent shades of myself out to find the dying, wherever Dragon World shadow touched dragon blood and felt the snarled curses of the injured.  I let my inner dragon take control of those scattered ghosts, speaking through them:  
 
    I am the dragon-god.  I cannot save you, but I can be a channel for your vengeance.  If you want to lash out at the creature that has done this to you—strike through me.  Share your lifeforce with mine.  Even now, I am locked in battle with the Destroyer of this world.  Unleash your hate, your spite, your withering scorn! 
 
    In my mind, that message echoed; shadow to shadow, dragon heart to dragon heart.  Dozens—no hundreds—heard it.  Some eagerly gave themselves.  Others lingered, refusing to believe they could die.  Flavored with white-hot, scalding fury, life flowed in.  I didn’t try to hold onto the current but let it course freely into my sword, feeding the discharge. 
 
    A crystal scream built.  There was vibration I felt bone-deep, and a shrill scream that shot well out of my hearing range.  The magic sheets whipping off my sword formed enough insulation to protect my sanity and life.  My eardrums only felt like they’d ruptured.  I laughed, feeling blood trickling from my ears.   
 
    Damn!  Maybe they did. 
 
    I pulled golden dragon magic into my ears and fixed them. 
 
    I was hurting the Flawless in a way it had never experienced.  It suffered.  I felt fracture lines grow where my magic spread. 
 
    The rage of dying dragons continued to build.  Prayers poured in, bringing power to my magic as I was asked to punish and destroy.  
 
    Happy to oblige. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    “I believe in kindness…in a 
 
    last stab through the heart.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    A massive concussion shook the inorganic structure around me.  We’d been falling, but no more; we’d crashed into the ruins of the burning city.  Still, the battle was far from decided.  So little was known about the abilities and nature of the Flawless, that anything could still happen.  Selene conjectured that they came from some alien universe with insane natural laws where organic life was not possible.   
 
    The problem I had was I couldn’t go all out.  A lot of my power was invested in repression; cutting the Flawless off from escape and keeping it damaged enough so it couldn’t call for help.  That meant I fought my own limits, too; a battle of attrition.   
 
    Real gods don’t have limits but most aren’t really divine, just beings of power glorified by those at a lower tier.  We who play at god-level know we have limits and that self-deception is dangerous. I could admit I needed Kur and the other dragons to reengage and inflict damage before I tired and lost my grip on the enemy.  The power of Fairy flowed through me but that world was in another time/space.  I had no way to get a direct recharge.  My power was incompatible with death magic so the dying could help me but not the dead who were a lot more plentiful. 
 
    I wondered when Selene would join the show.  If she would.  I had to deal with the battle moment by moment.  She fought this battle backward in time, taking a long view; not unlike Kain and the elder vampires.   
 
    Well, it had really been just my battle in the air.  Now that the Flawless was grounded, I knew the Green Dragon Clans with their earth magic would be swinging into action.   
 
    Speaking of swinging, I swooshed my sword in a pivot and hit the other side of the Flawless, wherever I sensed it concentrating its attention and life energies.  Apprehension lingered; I could easily miss an important function it was decoying me away from, and it could have dormant resources set aside for instant deployment that it seldom had to bother with.  I could only hope that in trying to take a bite from the Dragon World, we’d bitten back damn hard! 
 
    Hey, bud!  I called to my inner dragon.  Take over here.  I’m going to step out into a few shadows to see what’s happening outside.  I’ve got to put in appearances so no one else can claim credit for our work. 
 
    Go.  I’ve got this. 
 
    I distanced myself from sensory input from my inner dragon, letting him have our body.  My part of our mind didn’t fully leave so, in a way, it felt like the bi-location spell I’d used in the past.  Instead of unleashing an astral form, I portalled my awareness, pushing it outside of the Flawless, into a place where I found shadow.  I pulled the darkness together to create a puppet body, becoming a lesser shade.  Besides my father’s shadow magic, this also drew on the shadow magic of Fairy.  
 
    I stood beside a dead dragon, one of those who’d gifted me his anger and life.  He was a Red, missing the war paint of official military that would have told rank from a distance.  He lay half-buried.  He’d tried to shield a smaller dragon nestled up against him, a child. 
 
    I floated to the child and ran a shadow-hand over crimson scales.  I had no nerves to provide feedback but my touch itself was magic—and I was a half-assed god now, not just a half-assed dragon-mage.  What I wanted to know; I did know.  A spark or two of life lingered.  A rain of stone blocks and steel beams had crushed parts of the child.  One wing was severed.  Shock had set in, distancing pain.  I didn’t hear rescue workers.  There were sirens in the distance, nothing close by.  At least the area wasn’t burning with weird green flame. 
 
     My first thought was to ease the child’s passing.  But then, who would tell the tale of the God of Shadows who’d answered a parent’s prayer in the War against the Flawless.  As long as I was being forced by the universe into the role of hero, I damn well-wanted credit for it. 
 
      I shoved with my will, drawing on dragon magic.  Golden light shimmered across the dead dragon, lifting the body and a lot of the surrounding debris.  I now had access to the child’s pocket in the rubble.  My magic washed over her, dragging her out, leaving her severed wing behind as well as a trail of blood from gashes in her back and tail.   
 
    Above us, one building had managed to stay halfway together, sliding over to lean against a bigger building.  The whole mass could drop at any time but I couldn’t move the child too much without first stabilizing her.  I had no medical supplies or much more than basic field first-aid training.  I did have Fey magic that was life-centered.  It seemed like I had pockets for every different type of magic I carried.  I turned out the fey pocket, pouring my will into her. 
 
    You will live and you will heal.  You will grow strong and know that a god was willing to touch you. 
 
    I watched the wounds close and the sheared wing regrow itself in moments.  The child’s breathing strengthened.  She groaned, a dragonish rumble, as her eyelids fluttered.  They opened, pools of red crystal with amazing depths.  I saw myself reflected there, a human-shaped shadow in three dimensions with golden wings of light bristling from my back.  My face was an expressionless mask with gold-star eyes. 
 
    Those red eyes flared wider.  She curved her long neck and looked at her dead father.   A shrill scream of grief slashed out, filling the alley.  The pain would give way to rage soon, the dragon way of things.  For now, she wallowed in loss.   
 
    After the storm of decibels died down, I spoke with my thoughts: Your father called me to be the sword of his vengeance, taking the last of his life as my weapon.   
 
    A few chunks from the overhead plug of debris loosened, falling.  Stone shattered on the street, small explosions. 
 
    Even now, I am fighting with his killer.  Come away with me.  This place isn’t safe.  There is nothing more we can do for your father.  You must live so his sacrifice isn’t wasted. 
 
    Her eyes stayed on him.  She gave no sign of having heard me.   
 
    Another chunk of masonry fell and shattered.  Fragments hailed around us, passing through me, rattling of her scales.  Overhead, I sensed the overhang sliding. 
 
    Fuck this and its pony. 
 
    My shadow shape stretched out and swallow her.  I portalled us away so she spilled out of me at a new location, frantically staring around. 
 
    Save mourning for later.  Your world needs you.  
 
    I left her, stepping from shadow to shadow, arriving at yet another location.  A sky bridge had fallen with its tram.  Debris had caved in half the roof.  I let shadow rise and swallow the rubble, dumping it elsewhere.  I climbed inside and stared around.  Dragons in human formed were deformed, possibly hit by the pale green rays of the Flawless while the tram was blown out of the air.  Most of the occupants were obviously dead, but I heard labored breath beneath a pile of corpses.  I dragged the dead aside and found Quell, Vassru’s Clan healer.   
 
    Her dark eyes met mine.  “You came!”  She coughed blood, staining her lovely lips.  “Broken inside,” she said.   
 
    My godly perception slid into her.  Massive damage to internal organs, a broken back, massive blood loss.  How she’d lasted this long, I didn’t know.  I did know she seconds left. 
 
    “I prayed to see you—”  
 
    I whispered back.  “I have answered your prayer.” 
 
    “Will you cry for me?” 
 
    I felt my heart crumple in my chest.  I’d really liked her.  I would have liked to lie, but I was king of Fairy.  I couldn’t any longer.  “No.  Gods of Shadow only kill.  That’s what we do; in joy, rage, through sorrow, and pain.” 
 
    She smiled anyway.  “Love…”  Her life slipped away with her last breath.  “you…” 
 
    I backed away, feeling the need to escape her dead, forgiving stare.  I let a distant shadow pulled me away.   
 
    I stood on the top of a concrete roof high in the air.  This part of the city hadn’t yet felt the flames.  There was a steeple of obsidian in sight.  The pale green flame couldn’t seem to burn anywhere near that shrine.  It had saved lives. 
 
    The shadows of other buildings were thrown my direction by the fires.  A haze of greenish-gold smoke roiled above the capital city.  I drew a deep breath, buried the healer in my heart, and forgot her as I stepped off the roof and popped out a shadow even closer to the devastation.  
 
    The sun was a smudge of brightness in the smoke.  Poking up from the city, woodland, and park was a crystalline mass with metallic rails and warped planes. Though half-buried, the Flawless still shifted into impossible vectors, torturing the eyes. 
 
    My enemy—refusing to die. 
 
    Patrolling the area, the green and black dragons flew in vee-formations.   Darkness swirled in sheets, giving cover, and the green from the parks had spread.  Broken pavement was shoved aside by vines and young trees in an orgy of new growth.  The area around the Flawless looked like nature had run amok for centuries: overturning pavement, trees growing out of ruined buildings, vines the girth of wine barrels weaving nests to anchor creepers visibly crawling over the alien invader.  Great forest canopies were forming a shroud the Flawless.  Enough of the crashed structure still folded space so that the vines trying to get a good grip were being mulched.   
 
    While the dragons fought on, civilian volunteers were scrambling through the rubble and ruins, searching for life.  There were a lot of bodies, dragons in and out of human form.  Smoke added an acrid edge to the winds.  Buzzing around like flies over a corpse were spectral-green blobs of light carrying cameras. 
 
    Kain must be around here somewhere.  I hope he gets a lot of good shots for his collection. 
 
    With enough rescue workers and combatants around, it was time for a show.  I had to win now and do so in a way that won future battles as well.  The black shadow of the black dragon wings wasn’t needed for cover with the Flawless grounded and no longer shooting out those green rays so I reached out with my thoughts and stole all that handy darkness, pulling it near so I could possess it.  My shade form swelled, fed by the magic of others.  I grew to giant size, looming over the Flawless.  Green and black vee-wing formations swerved around me.  The green dragons went to focus on the Flawless.  The black dragons orbited me, waiting to see what the hell I was doing. 
 
    I figured a savage rampage on the outside of the Flawless would look good and help my public relations here on the Dragon World.  I called to my dragon’s soul: Switch with me and go all Godzilla on this thing, okay? 
 
    My Villager soul snapped away to reclaim the sword, there inside the Flawless, and my dragon soul took over the giant shade I had formed. 
 
    This is great!  I’m my own tag-team. 
 
    Holding the sword, pouring our power through it, thinking in terms of whittling away entire sections of the Flawless, maybe giving it a lobotomy.  I needed my energies to be more of a scalpel and less of a bludgeoning club.   
 
    I thinned the discharge into a flat blade-shape that matched the sword’s shape.  Not only does matter and space have a quantum state, a signature, but so does the energy of magic.  I sank my attention into the energy I carved with and attuned the discharge to the most resistant spots.  The rekeyed energy sliced through with less difficulty.  I swung side to side and actually slagged a lot of the Flawless’ interior.   
 
    And then it hit me with antibodies.  Sealed off spaces opened and insectoids boiled out like white froth, a jumble of albino limbs and bodies.  They scuttled on spindly legs like a praying mantis might and had scythe-like hands like I’d seen before in the ancient past.  Their abdomens were longer than seemed necessary and their legs had an extra joint with backward knees like birds.  Their kinda human faces became monstrous around the gash mouths with their clacking mandibles.  They also had glassy antennas protruding out of knobs where their noses ought to have been.    
 
    They came on with a hungry chittering.  I think I knew what they were hungry for.   
 
    Seeing them, I felt a wave of Déjà vu.  There were flashes—like someone else's memories—of these things dying on a white beach, freely splattering icy-green ichors in place of the blood they didn’t have.  They were being killed by a pack of teenagers, one of them wearing Colt’s black hoodie with the white skull on it.  There was a flash of Julia, face lit with the joy of battle, guns blazing in both hands.  A final flash drew my attention to a very young-looking Izumi, naked, in my arms, her tits pressed against me… 
 
    And then the images were gone, swallowed by the darkness that had spewed them.   
 
    Repressed memories of the Legion of Five?  I guess the silver headband isn’t as effective as Selene thought it would be. 
 
    I had no time to go fishing for more of them; the creatures had reached me and needed to be dealt with.  I was a shadow, intangible.  They concentrated on attacking the sword, piling onto it, trying to grab it with scythe-hands and mandibles to tear it from my grip.   
 
    I soon had flaming bodies dropping off the sword.  Three bug-human skulls remained clamped on the blade.  Newly arriving monster men used the jaw-clamped skulls for insulation, grabbing them since my sword could obviously take care of itself. 
 
    The Flawless structured shivered under blows from outside.  This and my connection to my dragon-soul let me know he was having fun stomping on the alien intruder. 
 
    Who’d have thought multitasking could be so fun? 
 
    I exploded into a rush through the white horde, whirling with the sword as I went, an imitation of a buzz saw.  Lopped off arms and heads flopped around as I passed in a blur of shadow.  I added in the occasional kick to a torso, clearing my path when it clogged up.  This trick of being intangible—until I wanted to unleash god-strength—was great.  I preferred it to the old sphere of force the younger me had once employed. 
 
    At the speed I traveled, the horde looked like they were caught in a slower stream of time, slow-motion sword-fodder.  I kept killing.  A dozen corpses became a hundred, then two hundred, and then three hundred.   
 
    How many of these things does the Flawless have to waste? 
 
    It didn’t matter; the more that died here, the fewer there would be to clean up later. 
 
    After a while, there were no more of these antibodies left to bother me.  I returned my energies to carving up the areas that were losing their multi-quantum thrum of power, becoming vulnerable as debility spread. 
 
    It seemed to me that the power of my attacks was dropping.  My sword beam didn’t reach quite so far and its destructive power was cutting and exploding crystal much slower.  Less of the molten slag was piling up. 
 
    Well, even a god can grow tired, I guess. 
 
    There were natural channels to travel through, but they kept getting cut off as new passages were opened.  The Flawless was only offering paths away from its vital centers.  It didn’t seem to realize this was guiding my attacks.  But, then again, I don’t imagine a Flawless had suffered this badly in combat for millennia—if ever. 
 
    I kept up the attacks, burning through all the energy of the dead dragons, falling back on my own power once again. 
 
    Though it wasn’t organic lifeforce, the Flawless had a similar type of energy.  I could feel it pulling back from me with every step I took, also flowing away in the walls, as if it were abandoning large sections of itself to inevitable death.  This didn’t convince me it was dying, which might have been its intent—playing opossum.  Weakening or not, I wasn’t going to stop until I drank the last of its terror-filled soul.   
 
    It needs a new strategy. 
 
    Then I saw it had one.  The earlier bug-men had just been an opener.  I saw a wall fall away to reveal a pocket that had been hiding a massive golem of ever-folding crystal shards in humanoid form.  It floated out and came toward me with slow confidence, a fractal expression of the life I was currently trying to end. 
 
    A Flawless golem. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
    THIRTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    “Sometimes you have to teach an 
 
    enemy how and when to die.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Attenuated, I felt the distant shadows for the rest of me in case I needed my dragon-self back for this phase of the battle.  My mind filled in an image, overlaying the one before me: he loomed over the Fallen, in a mid-city crater.  He spent a copious amount of wrath just stomping, kicking, and slamming its exterior with chunks of building, putting on a show for the natives.  With massive amounts of the shadow magic borrowed from the black dragons, my dragon occupied a shade body, supplying myself with a sword of solidified darkness that looked hella weird in dragon hands.  Dragons fought with their bodies and magic.  Not with magical swords.  He seemed to have gotten inspired. 
 
    My influence, no doubt.  Everyone wants to be me. 
 
    The green dragons continued to use vine-growth to tie down different parts of the Flawless that could no longer shift out of this space.  There were more and more of them, the result of what I was doing inside it. 
 
    The black dragons held back, giving us space, but I felt a fresh influx of shadow magic from them.  They were feeding me so later they could claim some part of his victory was theirs.  I didn’t mind.  They, more than any other clan, would be tied to me as the new emperor.  This went to strengthen my power base.   
 
    Selene will be pleased.  
 
    I decided to leave my dragon-self in place and deal with the fractal Flawless on my own.  I pulled my mind from my dragon to focus on the approaching threat.  I suspected that through this Flawless marionette, I had the creature’s full attention for the first time.  
 
    At the interior section I occupied, the walls of the chasm metamorphosized into hexagonal mirrors with silver rims.  Countless tiny reflections of me looked back no matter how I turned.  Amid the mirrors, there were antennae arrays and things that could be sensors, weapons, or both. 
 
    I wonder what its advanced super-science will make of a god under the microscope. 
 
    The fractal-bot stopped just out of reach of my titanium katana’s straight blade and its energy-wrapped surface.  The hilt was wrapped in black leather.  I gripped it in both hands as the walls caught the passing electromagnetic energies and stalled them out, creating a storm around me.  The waves of reaction along my shadow-skin were replaced by spikes as the loose energies dug into me and the walls recorded the resonances.   
 
    I winced from a kind of static that jazzed through my thoughts.  I’d had numerous gold-etched, spell circles standing by all over my body, many powerful spells ready to launch.  They sank under my skin, broken up.   
 
    I don’t know if it’s smart or just got lucky, either way, I don’t like it. 
 
    I felt a massive rush of golden dragon magic and shadow magic as my separated dragon-soul focused on me, a lull in his rampage outside the Flawless.   
 
    He asked: What did I miss? 
 
    I smiled.  This! 
 
    The power of my dragon’s return flowed into the katana.  I added to the power from my own soul, creating the magical equivalent of an electromagnetic pulse.  It was a good thing the Dragon World relied on magic—not technology—for the displaced power of the Flawless would have rolled out, killing all electronics on this side of the planet. 
 
    The Flawless neural channels went silent.  Empty.  Not a ripple disturbed my shadow-skin.  The static in my head vanished and the spell tatts I’d formed surfaced all over me once more. 
 
    I flew with a burst of speed and rammed the tip of my katana into the fractal-bot’s face.  Multiple tatts activated and fired off.  Dragon flame raced down my sword along with gold lightning edged with black.  I put all my dragon and Villager strength into the thrust and roared with delightful savagery. 
 
    I must say, it certainly felt great to scream at something as you killed it. 
 
    Sent by my dragon, a duplicate image in my head formed of him with his shadow blade sinking into the Flawless’ outer skin, wreathing the creature with shadow wrapped lightning like the kind I was using inside.  I had the ghostly sense of his will driving his sword as I drove mine—a double-shot of strength, his paws on my katana as well.  The overlay of perceptions was weird as fuck. 
 
    Both swords bit deep—then deeper! 
 
    A backlash of alien thought washed over me from the Flawless.  Most of it remained indecipherable but there were flavors of emotion I managed to decode.  The cumin of Hate.  The sour dregs of Despair.  The vinegar wash of Disbelief.  I think it knew it was dying.  The fractal-self had been its recovery file, an attempt to reboot.  As long as that existed, it could rephase and eventually repair itself.  But I had corrupted that file—all that it had of a soul.  Now it could only die.  That was a guess—but the guess of a god. 
 
    I felt uneasy.  In that blast of alien emotion had been a kernel of hope. 
 
    Some last trick? 
 
    I drifted backward, dragging my sword with me.  I shut down the power flowing into the blade and studied the fractal-image.  Cracks radiated down from the pierced head.  Fissure formed in the body’s crystal matrix.  It came apart, chunks drifting away in slow tumbles as if gravity did not exist in this place.  Many of the shards went matte black, losing even their gloss.  The head shattered with a discordant tangle of tones.   
 
    So far, so good. 
 
    A pulse of rainbow light swept the major chunks away, revealing a small cluster of five prisms, each alight with different jewel tones.  The prisms shot out in different directions, going beyond sight, leaving the Flawless corpse. 
 
    A WTF feeling spiked through me from my dragon-soul.   
 
    I portalled outside to his location, merging with his dragon-shade body.  Our minds fully aligned, one perception instead of two.  Most of the dead Flawless was matte black crystal tied down by the green magic of the Green Dragon Clan.  But rising from the vegetative net were five prisms—each the size of a two-story house.  Ripping free of the growths, they rose hundreds of feet in the air to form a constellation. 
 
    Ringing the battlefield, the green and black dragons watched.  Further out, I saw the silvers, and the gold Imperial clan, forming a loose englobement over the scene.  Kur thought he could finally be relevant to the conflict.  Maybe grab a little belated glory. 
 
    I didn’t see the red dragons, but since I knew they used fire magic, I figured they were probably fighting to suppress the burning city, quenching the flames. 
 
    I noticed a ring of cold, spectral green fire some distance away and knew Kain was here with his ghost portal.  I wondered how much of the show he’d caught. 
 
    I scaled my shade form way down to my usual size and unmade the shadow sword, absorbing it into me while sending my katana home to Earth.  
 
    In a diagonally slide, I approached Kain.  Soft as a falling shadow, I landed beside him.  His ghost cameras hovered near.  He gestured toward the alien prisms and the ghosts flew off to take their pictures.  I was disappointed.  Heroic on the battlefield, I expected to be the center of attention. 
 
    That’s when I noticed his cursed sword was missing from his back sheath.  The leather straps had been cinched on over his black suit.   
 
    How do you leave home with a scabbard but no sword?  You don’t.  He’s loaned it to someone. 
 
    He turned to me, flashing fangs in a smile.  “Caine, there you are.” 
 
    Like he’d ever lost track of his main obsession; I didn’t buy it.  “What’s going on?”  
 
    He gestured toward the hovering prisms high above.  “I was going to ask you that.  They’re moving now without going anywhere, orbiting a common center point, passing each other in a pattern that could have mystical connotations.” 
 
    “Or you’re projecting a pattern onto randomness.  People do that.  All the time I was inside I only saw evidence of ultra-science, no magic.” 
 
    “Don’t they say that truly advanced science is magic to lesser beings.” 
 
    I grinned at him.  “You’re calling yourself a lesser being?” 
 
    He smiled.  “Crazy, I know, right?  Still…” 
 
    I wondered if senility were finally setting in.   
 
    Poor, ancient vampire.  He’ll need people soon to keep him from biting random strangers.  Don’t worry, “Dad” Gloria and I will find you a nice nursing home. 
 
    A ghost camera popped in.  The green ball used its camera to take a fast picture.  Kain stared at me—all but enthralled.  “Is that a look of pity?  I’ve never seen that expression on your face.”   
 
    Before I could respond, a hand fell on my shoulder and spun me around.  I flowed with it, interested to know who thought they could handle me so casually and still get to live.   
 
    Coming around I saw one of the few beings capable of touching living shadow: Colt stood there, a demon sword gripped in one fist, a hunting knife sheathed at his side.  This was the adult version that hated my guts.  He dressed all in black as if already mourning my death.  The black wife-beater sleeveless tee was a good touch, I thought.  Went well with his steel-toe hiking boots.  His pale chiseled arms matched his deep, muscled chest and abs.    
 
    Built like a superhero. 
 
    This was the Colt I’d seen on Fairy, the warrior who’d killed the Summer King for me.  The expression on his face threatened to break free, evolving next tier to something far beyond withering disgust.  I wondered if he were trying to be really scary.  If so, I’d give him a passing grade. 
 
    Even though I was in shade form, his gripping hand dug into me, forcing solidity.  His other hand was a balled fist wreathed with copper-red lightning.  I figured if he hit me, it would probably hurt—a lot. 
 
    I smiled.   
 
    What did I have to fear?  Didn’t I arrange to leave Vivian out of things so she couldn’t die?  Sure, it warped the timeline but I hadn’t earned his anger.  In fact, I ought to be his hero again. 
 
    I let my shade form slide, showing my true self to my son; my true self in a suit I summoned: a three-thousand-dollar Italian suit, black, with a red vest over a black shirt.  It was a battlefield so I had the shirt open, no tie.  I was setting a new style to contrast with Kur and Kain who were stuck with my old look. 
 
    “Hi, Colt.  How’s it going?  Come to see the Old Man save the Dragon World?” 
 
    His fist crashed in.   
 
    I was right; it hurt a lot.  My head snapped back.  I reeled backward and Kain caught me, propping me up as his ghost cameras took their shots.  “What was that for?” I asked. 
 
    “Where is she?” Colt demanded.  “What did you do with her?” 
 
    “You’re talking about Vivian?” 
 
    “Don’t play dumb,” Colt said. 
 
    “He’s not,” Kain added helpfully.  “What he is, is what you see.”  The vampire lord pushed me up on my feet and patted me on the back.  “There you go, my friend.” 
 
    “I can’t tell you what I think of your support,” I muttered. 
 
    Not a whole lot, actually. 
 
    I looked colt in the eyes and told him the truth.  “I honestly don’t know where she is.  The last time I saw her, I told her to stay out of things and leave it all to me.” 
 
    “The best way to manipulate the headstrong is to forbid them from doing what you want them to.”  Kain patted my back again.  “Brilliant!” 
 
    I snarled at him over my shoulder.  “You’re not helping.” 
 
    I looked back at Colt…and his red-lightning wrapped fist.  Swathed in golden jags, my hand moved on reflex, catching his next punch.  “Has it ever occurred to you that we are both pawns on your mother’s board?  Who do you suppose has been planning this campaign the longest?” 
 
     He let me hold his fist, leaning in to glare eye-to-eye.  “She’s not here.  You two are.  And there’s that open portal.  Tell me, Dad, where does it come out?” 
 
    “Where?”  I shrugged.  “You’d have to ask Kain.” 
 
    Colt’s stare slid to the side, sizzling over my shoulder.  “Well?” 
 
    Kain took a suspiciously long time responding.  “Are you sure you want to know?” 
 
    I let go of Colt and turned toward Kain.  I smiled pleasantly at him.  “Kain?  Is there something you really need to tell me?” 
 
    “Need…need…?  Nope.  I can’t say I need anything at the moment.  If that changes, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    I amped up my glare.  “Kain!  Where does that portal go to?” 
 
    A look of indignant irritation settled over his face.  “Why am I being picked on?”  It was too sudden and well-developed a response to be authentic.  Another mask.  We had yet to see the true face of the ancient vampire.  “Why am I being put in the middle, Caine?  As your general, I was just following orders.” 
 
    I ducked, sensing Colt’s fist coming once more.  It whooshed past my head, just missing.  The static crackle of energy around his hand stirred my hair.  I brushed it back into place with a hand, mindful of the cameras all around.   
 
    “Colt, stop.  Let’s figure this out together.”  I glowered at Kain.  “Do I have to go get Gloria to get a straight answer out of you?” 
 
    He sighed and lifted a pointing finger in the air.  I thought he was pointing at the prisms left by the destroyed Flawless but his hand kept rising.   
 
    I turned and tracked his motion.  He pointed high over the prisms.  I searched the sky and saw a star of spectral green—the exit to his portal.  It hung in place, miles and miles above us all.  I slowly gazed back down toward the prisms and saw her.  A falling speck.  My godly perceptions pulled the image closer, expanding the details.  I didn’t want to be right.  Not this time.  But I was.  Vivian wore a black glide suit with material stretching along both sides, turning her into the dhampyr equivalent of a flying squirrel.  She held Kain’s cursed sword in one hand.  Her other hand was a clenched fist. 
 
    I looked back at Kain.  “Why?  The threat is over.  What is she even trying to do?  I’d have at least sent her up on a dragon.” 
 
    A swirl of crimson star-points glittered the air which turned bloody red.  A female form solidified into view: Selene in her crimson armor.  She approached Colt and me.  “She’s trying to save the Dragon World from complete destruction.” 
 
    “That makes no sense,” I said.  “I stopped it.  I killed the Flawless.” 
 
    “Though unavoidable, that’s exactly the problem,” Selene said.  “When Flawless die, they asexually reproduce by dehiscence.” 
 
    Colt’s face went chalk white. 
 
    “Fascinating,” Kain said. 
 
    Like you even know what that word means.  Vampires are such posers. 
 
    I stared at Selene.  “So, um, what is dehiscence?” 
 
    She stopped so that she, Colt, and I formed the points of a small triangle.  Her voice went very soft.  “In botany, it’s the dispersal of seeds by explosion.” 
 
    “Explosion,” I softly echoed.  I yelled.  “Fuck me blind!” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    “The pain of betrayal is the sharpest.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    “This is exactly what happened before!” Colt’s voice broke with pain.  He’d been living with the sadness of this day for years, but he was out of his normal time stream.  For the rest of us, this was the first time through. 
 
    Selene used a soothing voice, reaching out to touch his arm.  “That’s why it has to happen now, for us.  Your father needs to maintain this timeline if we are to win.”  
 
    Way to throw me under the bus. 
 
    Colt flinched away from her touch—but it was too late.  Where she’d touched, the barbwire tattoo came to life, leaping off his body, winding around his torso and legs, pinning his arms to his sides.  Precariously balanced, he gasped as the barbs bit in, but he still struggled.  Selene’s containment spell held up against his demigod strength.   
 
    An implosion of red light that ripped him out of the time/space continuum, whisking him elsewhere. 
 
    I looked at the empty spot he’d occupied.  “You put him in your dungeon on the Red Moon?” 
 
    She nodded.  “He’ll need a while to cool down.” 
 
    A couple of centuries maybe. 
 
    I used my godly perception to see Vivian in her controlled glide.  She was almost on the whirling prisms.  “Just how is she supposed to stop a planet-killing explosion with just a cursed sword.” 
 
    “The sword answers to my will.  It is one of the strongest relics out there.  It can protect her to an extent and it gives me a lock on her.  There’s a good chance I can pull her out of my ghost portal with that lock.  Of course, if I do that too soon, this planet will die.” 
 
    Just a good chance? 
 
    I looked at him.  He had all the masks off now, showing me the face of a man, whose whole life was pain, struggle, and savage intellect.  
 
    “So, with the sword, Vivian will survive this?” I said. 
 
    “I’m absolutely positive, but don’t hold me to it.”  Kain smiled affably and the mask was back in place, concealing his true character.   
 
    Selene touched my arm. 
 
    I flinched violently away.   
 
    She glared at me. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said.  “Natural reflex.” 
 
    She continued to glower.  “I didn’t see you flinching away from Gloria!” 
 
    “He let you watch!” Kain interrupted.  “I didn’t even get camcorder shots.” 
 
    “Can we just focus on the job at hand?” I looked up again at Vivian.  She spiraled just above the prisms, looking for a way inside their orbital shell.  I noticed the green portal that had been hovering high above was now falling toward her.  Apparently, Kain was acting on a timetable after all.   
 
    Between Selene and I, a red-copper portal opened, shoving us aside.  I did a ninja flip, riding out the energy, and landed on my feet.  Selene just flipped backward and floated back down, graceful as a bloody angel.  The new portal went away as fast as it came, leaving Colt in place—not the nineteen-year-old version we’d just grounded, but his sixteen-year-old self, the one currently having the affair with Vivian.   
 
    Whatever Selene had been doing to keep him away hadn’t worked.  He stared up into the sky, his face stricken.  He screamed.  “Vivian!”  Crouching low, Colt seemed about to launch himself into the air Superman-style. 
 
    Kain gripped him by the back of his shirt and dragged him over to the spectral-green portal, spinning him around to see it.  “This will be faster.”  Kain shoved Colt in.   
 
    My son vanished.  I looked in the air above Vivian.  Colt had gone into the portal human but at the other end, emerged as a demigod dragon, gold with red flames on his sides. 
 
    “Kain!”  I closed the distance to him, ready to take off his head. 
 
    Selene caught my arm, stopping it short as my fist burst into dragon-flame.  “This has to happen, too,” she said.  “It’s phase two of The Plan.” 
 
    I stopped cold and swung around to face her.  “Your word of honor, they’ll both be all right?” 
 
    She paused with a look in her eyes that told me she was playing with words.  She looked away from my gaze and answered.  “Eventually.  It will take time.” 
 
    “Too late to stop now,” Kain said.  “They’re both inside the shell of the prisms.” 
 
      I looked to confirm this.  Colt and Vivian had mastered the timing to slip inside.  Colt flapped his wings to maintain possession dead center with Vivian riding his back.  One second, they were there with the prisms, the next second—gone.   
 
    I was working to process this when Selene yelled, fitting her hand in mine.  “We need a massive ward over the city—now!” 
 
    I didn’t question her.  Her tone of voice was scarily convincing.  I slipped back into shade form, living shadow, and wrote an intricate spell circle on my chest, the most advanced, strongest barrier spell I could image.  Three circles appeared in incandescent gold.  Between the first and second ring was a triangle pointing up.  Between the second and third ring, a triangle appeared pointing down.  Elven writing and Elder God runes were written by my will inside the pattern.  Outside of it, spells in the dragon tongue and in Tartarus Greek filled in. 
 
    One of Kain’s camera ghost buzzed past, taking a photo. 
 
    And then Selene slid behind me, wrapping her arms around my waist, pouring a godawful amount of raw power into me. 
 
    By then, Kur had landed with the gold and silver wings.  He and his highest officers were approaching me with a few of the black and green dragons in tow.  I saw Kur’s gaze raking over the spell circle on my chest.   
 
    His expression shifted to accelerating alarm.  His mouth opened to question me. 
 
    Selene whispered.  “Now, or the world is lost.” 
 
    I willed my spell to life and thrust a hand into the air as if to claw the sky.  My voice thundered like the metaphorical crack of doom.  “My will be done!” 
 
    A shell of light domed the city, falling just short of where the prisms had been.  My barrier was mostly orange, a blend of Selene’s red and my gold dragon magic.  Black struts of shadow reinforced it.  There was also a shimmer of green motes, the webbed lifeforce of Fairy answering my need as her king, drawing on the Green Clan dragon magic. 
 
    Kur swallowed his questions, lifting his eye to see what I’d done.  The ladies of his Imperial Guard did the same.   
 
    We all watched hell break loose.  A white light washed out the center of the barrier, making it invisible—though it held.  That initial light faded and jewel-tone auroras filled the sky over the barrier, swish-swashing up to the very limits of the atmosphere. 
 
    My knees buckled but Selene supported me, refusing to let our connection break.  Brutal agony flamed inside me, feedback from my barrier.  I roared in pain, my inner dragon screaming as well.  My lifeforce reinforced the barrier but that also gave some of the attacking energy a path to me.   
 
    The green magic of Fairy resisted, insulating me so that I was able to contain the jewel-tone energies that built in my shade form. 
 
    I heard tears in Selene’s voice, for me, for the first time ever.  She whispered, “Endure!”   
 
    She could have drawn off some of the Flawless energy but didn’t.  The part of me that wasn’t screaming understood; she couldn’t compromise herself because she was Plan B, in case I failed this moment.  Then the city would die as others probably already were.  She was saving much of her power for Colt and Vivian.  Even now, I chose to believe her promise that they’d survive even though I didn’t know how that was possible. 
 
    Like a ghost from my childhood, I heard Old Man Lauphram’s voice from the early days of our training: “Feel the pain.  Be the pain.  Pain doesn’t hurt itself.” 
 
    The pain wasn’t as bad as when I’d first breached the Flawless and had gotten chewed up like hamburger and spit out in another universe, but it was a more enduring struggle.  As I accepted the pain instead of fighting it, I found breath and mental space to scrape together my golden magic and transform the jewel-tone frequencies into something natural within me.   
 
    In moments, black and gold lighting flared, replacing the jewel-tone currents that only I and my dragon had seen within me.  Converting the incoming energies, we fed them back to my barrier to prop it up.  The attacking energy became our ally. 
 
    Pain drained away, leaving only memory.  I straightened, lifting my head to the sky—unbroken, unbowed.  Triumphant.   
 
    A weird silence held sway under the dome I’d formed.  All of us watched the dimming jewel-tones in the upper atmosphere.  The storm was passing.  The planet had survived—at least half of it, I was sure.  Not that the surviving dragons would be happy with the casualty rate.   
 
    My inner dragon said: We always want our cake and to eat it all. 
 
    He was right.  In the aftermath of the Flawless incursion, there would be riots, protests, calls for the government to explain itself.  A lightning rod to draw all that wrath away from me was needed.  Fortunately, Kur was close to hand.  I decided this was a good time to point the blame entirely his way. 
 
    I shook Selene loose and walked away from her.   
 
    Kur dragged his stare down from the sky as I approached.  The three ladies of his guard came around him but didn’t quite get between us.  They were being cautious; doing their job but not well enough.  They were complacent.  Arrogant.  Just like their master. 
 
    Well, it’s not like I didn’t warn him over lunch about this. 
 
    Kur spoke first.  “Apparently you have saved the Capital from some dire calamity.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Yes.  The calamity of your rule.”  Sliding the spell circles on my chest around to my back, I opened a cavity over my heart.  The storm of black and golden lightning I’d caged lashed out.  The Imperial Guards were thrust bodily away.  Kur was caught flatfooted, lifted into the air, and thrown fifty feet away.  He hit heavily and rolled to a stop.  Some of the silver and gold dragons ran to pick him up. 
 
    I noticed several of Kain’s green ghost-lights with camcorders, getting it all.  They’d been doing that all through the incursion.  I made a mental note to have him put together a documentary on how we saved the Dragon World despite its bumbling Emperor and his weak-minded enablers. 
 
    The green and black dragons went nowhere.  Lines were being drawn and they knew it.  They knelt to me, the one who’d fought beside them.  I acknowledged this with a curt nod and turned as Selene came up to me. 
 
    I caught her stare with my gold-star eyes.  “Colt and Vivian?” 
 
    She held out the dream stone she’d taken from my clothes in Gloria’s bedroom.  It looked worse for wear. The semi-clear white crystal with a core of celestial blue looked dingy, the colors faded, dulled.  And there were hairline cracks in the stone.  From the damage, I was surprised that it hadn’t shattered to powder. 
 
    Selene said, “I sent it with Vivian.  Once at the core of the swarming prisms, she pulled them into it, along with herself.  The dream dimension inside took the brunt of the energies of the Flawless prism-seeds.  What hit us was just a backwash of those energies.” 
 
    I stared in her eyes, then back down to the stone.  “So, Colt and Vivian are still in that stone, possibly vaporized?”  Somehow, I didn’t seem to have the strength to close the gaping hole in my chest. 
 
    “You had a whole city to ward,” she said.  “Colt only had to protect himself and Vivian.” 
 
    Kain joined us.  He had two of his ghost portals with him, both following faithfully a step behind.  He said, “Vivian also had what protection my cursed sword could give—after she died.” 
 
    I caught Selene with a hard, golden stare that tinted her face, hazing the air between us.  “You swore to me they’d both be all right.” 
 
    “I did and they will.  I also said eventually.  It’s going to take a process,” she said, “and time.” 
 
    Silent, I continued to stare at her.   
 
    Kain came up beside Selene.  One of his portals had shrunk down to a green star-point.  He plucked it out of the air and dropped it into the dream stone.  “There.  We can go in and retrieve them.” 
 
    It wasn’t necessary.  Sixteen-year-old Colt stepped out of the remaining portal, carrying Vivian’s corpse in his arms.  His face was wet with tears and white from shock. 
 
    There was no sign of the cursed sword.     
 
    Kain passed Colt, heading into the dream dimension to retrieve his property.   
 
    Colt walked a straight line to me.   
 
    I felt he needed to see his father so I closed the hole in me and let the shadow drop from most of my body, leaving my back shadowed, the barrier spell still powered up.  In this half-and-half state, I looked at Vivian.  Her glide suit had burned away, scorching her flesh.  Some of her hair was singed.  Her head swung loosely with each step Colt took.  Her slack jaw allowed her usual fangs to show.  Her chest didn’t fill with breath.  She’d been half-human and dhampyr.   
 
    Now she was just dead.   
 
    “She’s gone,” Colt said. 
 
    No, but that’s what I needed you to believe.  She’ll rise in three days as a vampire, the very thing she’d always hated and feared.   
 
    And she wouldn’t be sane again for months, maybe years.  Some of those who transitioned to vampire never left the feral stage.  They wound up getting killed by vampire slayers, or by the vampires that had sired them.   
 
    Vivian wasn’t starting the process as a human but that didn’t guarantee she’d have an easier time of it.  Kain was going to have to take charge of her in his dungeon, keeping her locked up until she returned to reason, or was devoured whole by the blood hunger. 
 
    I couldn’t have Colt sitting day after day outside her cell, waiting through this process, letting it tear his heart apart.  He needed to abandon hope now so he’d have it back later—if possible.  Vampire Vivian would not be the same creature as her dhampyr self.  She and Colt might never put their relationship back together. 
 
    My inner dragon said: It might be better if he just walked away from her now.  He’ll still have his memories. 
 
    And an eternal hatred of me. 
 
    One of the joys of being a parent: my inner dragon said. 
 
    I sighed.  Then let the hated root deep. 
 
    I backhanded Colt with full dragon strength while plucking Vivian from his arms.   
 
    Colt crashed to the side and rolled.   
 
    I walked to the ghost portal, dragging Vivian as if she no longer had value.  As I got there, as Kain emerged from the portal with his sword in hand.  It didn’t look any worse off for what it had been through. 
 
    Kain stopped, a look of surprise on his face as I shoved Vivian against him.  I warped the air around us so our voices couldn’t be heard by others.  “Kain, that dungeon cell I asked about earlier?  She’s going to need it.  Top security.  No one is to know she isn’t permanently dead.  I’ll arrange for a fake grave.  Once she’s through the change, if she wants to go back to Colt, that’s her business.” 
 
    Sadness in his eyes, Kain nodded.  “I understand.”  He backed into his portal and it closed, taking him and Vivian back to Earth. 
 
    I dropped my sound barrier and turned to find Selene holding Colt back.  There was a massive bruise on his face but it faded as I watched.  He actually screamed in Selene’s face while pointing at me.  “You’re going to take his side, instead of mine!  What kind of mother are you?” 
 
    She answered calmly.  “One who is also a wife.  Go home.  Calm down.  We’ll all talk about this later.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m going home all right—to pack.  I’m leaving and don’t coming looking for me either.  You are both dead to me!”  Twisting free, he stepped back into a disk of copper-red light.  His portal sept him away and closed. 
 
    “That went well,” I said. 
 
    I turned and saw Kur approaching, surrounded by gold and silver dragons, all still in human form.  Much closer, the three ladies of the Imperial Guard were on their feet, brandishing weapons, coming at me like they wanted first blood and then some.  
 
    Well, so did I.  I felt the desperate need to crush and pound and break and…hurt…things.  Things that would scream.  And bleed. 
 
    Yeah, that’s going to make me feel better. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    “Curb-stomping puppies 
 
    can be therapeutic.” 
 
      
 
                                       —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    The three guardswomen got to me first, only to have the green vines and roots stab in from all directions to tie them hand and foot.  Their dragon strength should have been enough to free them, but the earth here was supercharged with the green-dragon magic that I took over since I had an affinity to it as King of Fairy.  
 
    I know the green dragons felt me commandeering their power.  They could have fought me for the flow but didn’t, another sign of my growing support among the lesser-valued clans.  To let the silver and red clans lord-it-over the black and green clans for so long had been a strategic error on Kur’s part. 
 
    Coming late to the party, I saw red-dragon clansmen in human form.  They ignored me but more than a few stared at Selene: the legendary Red Moon Goddess, one of their own people who’d done good—a source of hometown pride. 
 
    The struggling girls in my roots and vines weren’t giving up.  The yellow jewels in their weapons flared as they tried to blast themselves free.  I lifted a hand and the lightning of their stones leaped to me, draining into my body.  I waved dismissively and the three were flung far away by the growths.  
 
    “Caine, stop this and submit to arrest!” Kur wiped the blood from the edge of his mouth. 
 
    As I stared at him, I willed the crown of Fairy to appear on my head.   “You forget to whom you speak.  I saved this world.  That makes it mine twice over since its throne is mine by inheritance as well.   I am the Dragon-God of Shadows, the Golden Heir.”  I smiled and waved up at the dome.  “Before anyone tries to arrest me, they need to figure out how to keep all that death out there from rushing in when I drop the shield.”   
 
    More than a few nervous glances were sent to the dome overhead and the jewel-tone winds swirling beyond.  
 
    “If I drop my shield, heavily ionized winds will shriek through here.  Alien radiation will kill everyone who isn’t a god or a user of void magic.  You can pretty much write off the entire capital.” 
 
    They muttered heatedly to each other. 
 
    My smile widened.  “Shall we put it to the test, Uncle, or will you return the long-stolen crown to me?  There are other cities out there still dying, you know?  Until you surrender your stolen power, I can’t help them.  Their blood, suffering, and lingering deaths are on your hands for how badly you’ve managed all this.” 
 
    “You think you have all the cards?” Kur said. 
 
    “Don’t I?  In moments, as the God of Shadows, I will take the last choice from you.  Actually, I hope you all resist.  My kid hates me and I feel an urgent need for mass murder.” 
 
     “Fine,” Kur said.  “Take it.  Take it all.” 
 
    I pointed at the ground.  “Then kneel before me and give me your oath of fealty.” 
 
    His guards returned, looking battered and bruised, their hair disheveled.  The ladies froze in horror, seeing Kur kneeling.  They ran and tried to pry him to his feet.   He brushed off their concern.  “No.  Our people need this.  It is for the best.  Kneel beside me and give your oath to the new Emperor and he may allow you to live.” 
 
    “Technically, that’s Emperor-God,” I said. 
 
    The captain of his guard stared daggers at me, crossing her arms under her mighty armored tits.   “I refuse!” 
 
    The other two knelt as asked, creating a wave motion as the Silver and Gold Clan members followed Kur’s example, all dropping to one knee.  Lastly, the red clansmen knelt, still watching Selene with a kind of adoration.   
 
    If I’d known she had this kind of pull with them, I’d have taken back my throne long ago. 
 
    “Let’s keep it simple.”  I swept a hand back behind me toward Selene, encouraging her to join me. A moment later, I felt her petite hand slip into mine.  She moved up beside me, splendid in her crimson armor, a warrior-goddess. “Will you serve me and my queen faithfully.  Yes or no?”       
 
    “I so swear,” Kur said.   
 
    His words were echoed over and over as the oath spread.  I waited until silence fell and turned to the Captain of the Guard.  She alone still stood in a defiant posture: arms crossed, eyes ablaze, mouth set in a grim line. 
 
    “From this time forward, you have no name among the people, no family, no clan.  I give you three days to leave my world.  If you are found in dragon society after that, it is ordered that all hands be lifted against you.  You have served the tyrant that drove my mother from her throne, into exile.  You can share her fate.” 
 
    “You can’t do that!” she protested.  “I haven’t been found guilty of any crime.” 
 
    “I find you guilty of disloyal pride and of arrogance in defying this world’s new god and king.  Don’t bother to thank me for my mercy.”  I gestured for everyone to stand. 
 
    “What mercy?” she protested. 
 
    Kur answered for me.  “He has not only spared your life but the lives of your immediate family—and given you time to say goodbye to them.  There have been new emperors in past ages that have purged all possible enemies when taking power.  I did that.” 
 
    “Kur!” I stabbed him with a stare.  “You are no longer emperor or regent.  Your new duties will be to command my dragon armies and assist me in preparing our world against future incursions.” 
 
    He bowed his head in acknowledgment. “Yes, Lord Emperor.” 
 
    I think it nearly killed him to say that. 
 
    I lifted my voice.  “Red Clan, who among you can speak for all?” 
 
    A giant of a man came through from the back of the crowd.  He stopped and knelt before me.  “I am Scorvess.  Heir to the Red Clan, my Emperor.” 
 
    “Chose an honor guard of reds to serve the needs of the Empress.  Keep this daughter of your clan informed on military and civilian responses to the current situation.    I will also expect regular reports.” 
 
    “As you command,” Scorvess said. 
 
    Leaving Selene behind, I pushed past him and Kur, ignoring the Imperial Guard girls still kneeling.  I went back to where the silver and gold clansmen stood.  “As for the rest of you, it will be business as usual; you will just report to me instead of General Kur.  We are still neck-deep in a crisis.  Let’s pull together to get our people through this.” 
 
    They bowed their heads.   
 
    I thought many of them might actually be sincere in their oaths, though I wasn’t going to take it for granted; there was a long history of them hating my very existence.  “Get on with your business.”   
 
    I walked to the still kneeling Black Clan.  I stopped and stared down.  Something weird was going on here; my godly instincts detected an aura of reverence from them—directed at me.  “Lift your heads.  Your God-Emperor is speaking and would be certain of your attention.” 
 
    Their face jerked up into place.  The men and women here wore the black armor of their clan, a clan that had long sat ranked under all others except for the White Clan that kept to itself up in this world’s arctic circle.   
 
    “I am a shadow mage, a son of Tartarus, as well as the rightful heir to the Dragon Throne.  That doesn’t bother you?” 
 
    One of them, a mature woman with silver streaks in black hair, answered.  “Our god can be whatever he chooses, as can our goddess Selene of the Red Moon.  It is our place simply to serve.”  
 
    I nodded.  “From this day forth, you shall be the guardians of the people’s spirits.  You shall build my temples, collect my offerings, and serve as my priests among the civilians and my battle-chaplains among the Imperial armies.  Take no action against disbelievers.  They have a god and goddess to walk among them in judgment.” 
 
    I truly hated religion but it could be effective in solidifying power. From watching old Three Musketeer movies, I remembered how Cardinal Richelieu had strengthened France.  The guy had been portrayed as the bad guy but in fact, had done a lot with the tools at hand.  From among these black dragons, I hoped to turn up just such a supporter.  I needed a balance to the Silver Clan administrators. 
 
    “For now, let’s get about pulling ourselves out of this disaster.”  I pointed at the woman who’d spoken.  “What is your name and rank?” 
 
    “Myrrh, oldest daughter to the Clan-Mother.” 
 
    “Stay with me.  You are my liaison to your clan.” 
 
    “Yes, my Lord Emperor.” 
 
    “Caine.  In private, just use my name.” 
 
    “I am honored,” she said. 
 
    “Yes, you are.  This is your clan’s opportunity to make a great deal more of itself than has been possible in the past.  You will find I reward loyalty.”  I walked back to Selene.  The area was clearing.  It was down to her, me, four Red Clan guards, Myrrh, Kur and two of the Imperial Guards.  The one I’d exiled was gone.   
 
    I looked at Kur.  “You’re keeping these two on as your personal guards?” 
 
    “If you don’t mind.” 
 
    “It’s fine.  But if they are no longer Imperial Guards, they need to turn in the staffs and find some regular armor to wear.  They’re in the wrong uniform for ordinary guardsmen.” 
 
    Kur nodded.  “Of course.”  He motioned up to the barrier I was still maintaining and to the dimming firestorm beyond.  “What are you going to do about that?” 
 
    “I’m going to fix things here then I’m flying to the other cities in this region to see what I can do there.”  I looked at Selene.  “What about you?” 
 
    “I’m going to pop home and see if I can talk some sense into Colt.  I also have to take the dream stone far away to a hell-dimension where the dead seeds can be found by the Flawless; a false trail.  Once you clean up the energy residue here, we might have a year or two before they’re a problem again—except for the temporal phase of the war.  Fortunately, I have the Legion of Five to help me with that.” 
 
    “Wait,” I pretended like I didn’t know about them.  “A legion of just five.  Five people can’t fill in for an entire legion.  Who are these guys anyway?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.  You’ll have enough on your plate handling the incursions and setting up the preternatural defenses of Earth and Fairy.  Leave the time war to me.”   
 
    She gave me a goodbye kiss and walked off a few feet to open a crimson portal to the Red Moon.  Her red dragon honor guard followed her.  They were going to love the Red Moon.  The crimson disk widened and acquired depth as she advanced into it.  Her guard followed.  Once they were on their way, the portal closed behind them and dwindled to nothing. 
 
    I turned to Myrrh.  “I’m assuming you have a high level of void magic and can keep yourself alive above the dome where things have gotten ugly.” 
 
    “I believe I can manage not to slow you down—or die.” 
 
    “Then go dragon and follow me.” 
 
    I was in half-shadow form.  I covered up entirely with shadow, brought the spell circles back around my torso to my chest, and thrust out the golden wings of light from my human back, lifting myself into the air. 
 
    The ground dwindled under me.  The dome grew nearer.  Soon, I saw Myrrh off to my side, a black dragon wearing armor plating.  That was a new innovation.  I was going to have to suggest it to all the regular Imperial forces. 
 
    On my other side, I saw a much smaller dragon, yellow with red flames on his sides.  This was most likely ten-year-old Colt, the version that still loved me without reservation.  Somehow, I felt better with him close by. 
 
    I focused my shadow magic and a portal appeared in the highest section of the dome.  I accelerated and shot through, leaving it to Colt and Myrrh to follow.  The dome blurred past and then a dark tunnel had me.  When I felt the others behind me in the darkness, I closed the back end of the portal.  I opened the portal ahead of us.  We left it and I closed the portal.     
 
    The dome lay miles below, covering all of Capital City.  
 
    Myrrh moved in closer to me, ready for whatever I needed.  I noticed that her fine details were shadow blurred.  Jewel tone winds of death hit her and slid off her shadow coating, doing no damage.   
 
    Colt zoomed up beside me.  The ionized winds shifted to copper-red as they reached him and were consumed, powering him up.   
 
    Neat trick.  Close to what I plan to do with all this glowing muck. 
 
    When the dome had shunted some of the jewel tone attacks into my shade form, I’d altered the frequencies, turning the Flawless energy into something I could absorb.  I just had to work that shift across half the planet, then we could get on with rescuing the living and burying the dead.  We’d need mass graves for that second part. 
 
    I became purest shadow, as when I’d fought within the dying Flawless.  My shade form expanded exponentially.  I became a thickening darkness muting the sky, a god leaning over his world.  Falling across the dayside like night, I touched three cities full of only the dead and let that feed my rage against the enemy.  As my twilight devoured the radiant colors, I turned them into black lightning that fed my shadow form even more.  With a voracious hunger, I devoured the Flawless energies.  Nothing could be left to lead the enemy back to here, where one of their invincible kind had been crippled and murdered by inferior life.   
 
    Let them fear every corner they turn, not knowing who broke their supremacy or from where the next attack will come. 
 
    I knew they’d find out in time, which would trigger the time war, but until then, we had an advantage we’d use. 
 
    I filled the sky over a dozen wounded cities and kept spreading the blessing of shadow.  And as I did, I felt prayers reaching me from below.  Prayers for life.  For death.  For vengeance.  I gathered them all upon my soul.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    “Respect is a stranger to some of us.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Once the air was purified, a casual thought dismissed the dome I’d left over Capital City.  I sank my shadow into the earth, into the irradiated plants, forests, hills, plains, lakes, streams, and rivers.  My shadow leeched out contaminants.  I left touches behind of golden magic and Fairy nature magic, healing the wildlife.   A lot of insect life was gone.  Dead birds were heavy in some areas.  I made sure to purify the bodies so they wouldn’t kill any wildlife feeding off of them. 
 
    We might still have an ecological disaster here. 
 
     Colt and Myrrh had managed to keep track of my core awareness in the twilight shadow I’d created.  They followed my black core as I approached the closest city.  There were no highways between cities.  Dragons fly.  I settled down beside the closest pile of ruins where several buildings had collapsed.  I took on my usual human form as I surveyed the area. 
 
    The young dragon became Colt’s ten-year-old self.  The black dragon became a woman in black armor, silver streaks in her air.  I ruffled Colt’s hair because he always let me, even though he’d usually toss a sour expression my way.  Which he did. 
 
    “Colt, this is where it gets bad.  There are going to be people we can save but also a lot of dead bodies.  You might want to sit this part out.  You could have bad dreams later.”  I tried to say that like it was a bad thing, glossing over my own peculiarities. 
 
    “This is what we’re fighting to stop,” he said.  “I want to see it.  If it gets bad, I’ll stop.” 
 
    “Myrrh?” I called. 
 
    She approached us.  “Yes, my Lord?” 
 
    “It’s Caine, remember?” 
 
    “Yes, Lord Caine.  How may I serve?” 
 
    “You are my liaison to your clan, but while Colt is with us, you are his guardian as well.  He is now the heir to the Dragon Throne.” 
 
    She looked at the child, taking in the black hoodie with the white skull on it, the demon sword he wore at his side, his face a young version of mine but with midnight-red hair and red-copper eyes; his mother’s genetic influence.   
 
    Colt smiled at her and waved hi. 
 
    She bowed her head to him.  “He will be guarded with my life.” 
 
    “And more,” I said.  “Your clan’s shadow magic is—as a whole—weak.  We’re going to fix that.  Your people need to be able to hold your own with those who are used to pushing you around.  I’m going to use elements of Villager shadow magic and Fey shadow magic to tweak the dragon variety in you.  You won’t see that much difference because you’re already very strong but the lower level dragons in your clan will find this very helpful.” 
 
    She had an uncertain look in her eyes but answered firmly.  “I am in your hands.”   
 
     I reached out.   
 
    She gritted her teeth.   
 
    My hand became an intangible shadow, sinking into her armor.  I gripped a soft tit, 35b cup.  Same size as the Quell who’d died in my arms.  These two women looked much alike, a family resemblance.  I brushed the memory aside along with the echo of pain and forced a smile.  “Sorry, but I have to fondle you to make sure this works.” 
 
    There was skepticism in her answering stare, but she didn’t come straight out and call me a liar.   
 
    My hand shifted to the other breast.  It was slightly larger.  I pinched a nipple.  Her expression went grim and stormy as I continued to play. 
 
    I smiled.  “Sorry.  My hand slipped.” 
 
    Colt said, “Dad, are you being naughty?” 
 
    I sighed.  “Yes.  Old habits die hard.”  My hand went deeper, ghosting through her beating heart, touching her spine.  By phantom touch, I found her chakra centers and made minor adjustments to the energy pools, rising to finish at the one that crowned her head.  She blinked several times as my hand came away.   
 
    I stepped back.  “How do you feel?” 
 
    Her lip twitched in one corner.  “Violated.” 
 
    “It’s what happens when a demon lord becomes a god.  Figure out what I’ve done so you can awaken others.” 
 
    “That could get me arrested.” 
 
    “Be serious.” 
 
    “Says the mad groper.  What now?” 
 
    “Put your hands together.  Visualize the shape of…” 
 
    “Are we really going there?”  
 
    “Shape of a sword.” 
 
    “Oh.  Okay, now what…my Lord?” 
 
    “Pour shadow into your hands and create the sword.” 
 
    I turned toward Colt while getting clear.  “Speed draw your katana and strike in one breath!” 
 
    I knew that Osamu, my combat butler, had been working with him on this.  Colt acted without hesitation, blurring with dragon speed.  His demon sword was black, cursed iron within a haze of demonic red energy.  The tip leaped straight toward her heart, coming up in a diagonal thrust.   
 
    Myrrh held a sword made of shadow that before could never have turned that attack.  The blade she’d formed was utter darkness, not a mere shadow, with black jags of lightning dancing around it.  Colt’s sword was stopped cold.  Myrrh didn’t relax however until Colt sheathed his weapon. 
 
    I looked at her.  “Once we retune your people’s magic, all of them will be able to make a sword that strong.” 
 
    With the pressure off, she looked at her sword, studying it as if she’d never held a shadow before.  “How will this blade hold up against gold and silver magic?” she asked.   
 
    “Well enough for your people to be respected once more,” I said. 
 
    “If this is how you bless your servants,” she said, “feel free to freely feel.  It’s little enough to put up with.” 
 
    “I told you; my hand slipped.” 
 
    “I know what you told me, my Lord.  What now?” 
 
    I pointed out across the devastation.  “Use your affinity for shadow.  Reach out for the shadows in the rubble, for the buried pockets where there might be people.  This will be faster than blind digging.”    
 
    I walked away from her, Colt following me.  As I went, I did what I’d told her to do: searching, seeking, feeling for life and the warmth of corpses not yet grown cold.  My shadow senses brought me to a building half-collapsed.  I found dead bodies and a few that still breathed. 
 
    “Colt, start at the top and lift away what you can without starting a collapse.  We’ve got survivors here.  Myrrh, stay with him.” 
 
    A copper-red shimmer descended on the rubble.  The mass moved as one piece, though from underneath, I heard a few small rocks slide and fall, bouncing around.  I ducked under the levitated debris and let the shadows guide me past the dead, to those I could still save.  I found a woman and child.  The child was dead, looking peacefully asleep.  Next to her, badly mangled was her mother and a boy with a head wound.  He stared at me as I approached.  The mother had vacant eyes as if locked into a nightmare that couldn’t be broken. 
 
    I shoved aside a slab of stone that had pinned the boy’s legs and pulled him into my arms.  I took hold of the woman’s jacket, surprised that she’d somehow survived with only minor scrapes and bloody gashes.  I dragged her along.  She fought me at first but then complied since it was just easier and she’d given up on the world anyway.  I got the two out and left them at Myrrh’s feet. 
 
    She barely noticed, looking up in the sky, hand raised over her head.  She held the shadow sword I’d taught her to make and had extended the blade until it rose high above the city, a slice of darkness in the air.  “Calling for help,” she said.  “Our way of searching is better.  We need to revise rescue operations around ourselves.  Fewer will die that way.” 
 
    “You don’t have to convince me,” I said.  “Colt, you can drop that section of the building.” 
 
    “No!” the little boy yelled.  “My sister is still in there!” 
 
    I briefly considered telling him she was dead and wouldn’t care but thought better of it.  “Hold it up another minute, Colt.”  I ran back into the dark pit and got the sister.  I carried her out and nodded to Colt.  He let the debris fall.   
 
    I walked over to the boy and laid his sister next to him.  “She’s gone,” I said. 
 
    Wait, what’s something meaningless that will sound really cool right now? 
 
    “Bury her in your in heart and live to avenge her!” 
 
    He touched her face then collapsed over her, sobbing. 
 
    You can see he was never prepared for the real world.  I think sometimes that being raised by demons is a blessing. 
 
    “Some of my people are coming,” Myrrh said. 
 
    I looked the way she faced and saw a handful of armored black dragons dropping out of the sky.  As the beast’s claws touched the ground, they shifted form to armored men and women.  Recognizing Myrrh, they hurried to her.   
 
    I left explanations to her, pulling Colt aside.  “Colt, we need manpower and emergency medical supplies.  Jump to the Clan House on Saint Catalina Island.  Get the Old Man moving on this.  If he’s not there, use Imari.  Grab Julia if she’s there.  Once you get our clansmen o portal here, swing by the Red Moon and grab the iron gargoyles.  They can help dig people out.” 
 
    He nodded.  “On it.”  A red-copper disk of light swelled behind him.  He stepped back into it and vanished.  The portal closed.   
 
    I gave my attention back to the newcomers.  Some of them were trying to kneel to me.  “Later,” I said.  “Let’s go.  Survivors are waiting.”   
 
    I let the shadows pull me to the living.  A few were near the surface and easy to free.  Some of them required we climb into unsteady, leaning structures, losing weight with shadow magic so we could go where places waited to collapse.  Myrrh and I infused shadow into some of the structures to shore them up.   
 
    Our darkness had a strength unavailable to other Black Dragon Clansmen.  Several rescues later, I pulled some of the volunteers aside and adjust their chakra points so they, too, could go the second mile.  By then, some of the city’s red dragons had joined us, along with greens and silvers.  Working together, social rank seemed unimportant.  I continued to give orders though, and Myrrh saw they were carried out hastily.   
 
    A lot of the city had retreated to subterranean shelters to ride out the devastation.  Apparently, priority had been given to gold and silver clans.  I also heard complaints from reds that the shelters had been closed too soon, before being filled to capacity.  Some minor gold clan official had jumped the gun.  Those doors were open now.  We were suddenly inundated with willing but unskilled helpers.   
 
    The reds had the most training with emergency situations so I called upon them to start organizing things and setting up field hospitals for those we pulled out.   
 
    A few silver and gold clansmen objected to taking orders from “lower” ranked clans.  I chopped them into bloody chunks with a shadow sword and kicked the pieces violently away with a smile.   
 
    Several gold clan members went into dragon form.  I stared up at them, then went into complete shadow with my golden wings poking out.  Swelling, I surged past them, a massive presence with golden lightning wreathing my sword, my eyes beaming light down upon them.  “Are you challenging the Lord High Executioner of the Imperial Court?” 
 
    They returned to human form and huddled among others to lose my attention.  There were no more arguments after that though I did hear a lot of whispering I chose to ignore.  Everyone hurriedly got back to work. 
 
    I called Myrrh, “I’m going on to parts of the city where they haven’t begun digging.  When Colt comes back, grab him and follow after me.” 
 
    She acknowledged with a nod and wave.   
 
    I went fully shade and fanned golden blades of light from my back, rising into the air.  A hush fell over those gathered there.  Many hadn’t recognized who I was.  Many hadn’t heard they had a new Emperor and god.  They would learn.  The whole world would. 
 
    But I had people to save.  The shadows called. 
 
    I worked the side of the city that seemed to have taken the brunt of the jewel tone winds.  Those in the lee of the downtown towers had made out fairly well.  Other shelters, these filled to capacity, emptied and joined in the recovery work.  The shrines I’d built had protected their share.   
 
    Colt and Myrrh showed up with my adopted daughter Julia.  She wore red sweats and worked beside Colt, occasionally giving orders to his iron gargoyles.  They obeyed promptly; somehow, she’d instilled fear within them.   
 
    After a while, I caught a glimpse of the Old Man leading our demon clansmen from spot to spot, dropping off emergency food, water, and medical supplies.  My cousin Kinsey, his new bride, was with him.  Forgetting she was golden royalty, she dug in, taking the dirtiest jobs as an example to others.  When a gold or silver would object to menial labor, she sent them dagger stares that literally crackled with golden lightning. 
 
    They shut up and got busy. 
 
    Between rescues, Myrrh and I tweaked the black clansmen, working with us until they could spread out and handle conversions on their own.  I didn’t think it would be long until every black clansman received an upgrade.   
 
    At one point, The Old Man saw me do this and ran over.  He was all but bouncing in his giant blue boots, his indigo suit dusty and a bit ragged from the work he’d been doing.  “Do me!  Do me!” 
 
    I sighed.  “Fine.”  I had to float off the ground to hit all his chakra points but finished quickly. 
 
    He stared at a point in pace between us and a hand of shadow formed, his usual way of punishing my lack of attention was a slap to the back of the head—though I’d ended that practice a few years back. 
 
    “Don’t hold back,” I said.  “Push shadow into the form.  It can take more than you’re used to.” 
 
    His brow furrowed.  The hand swelled, becoming nearly as big as he was.  He stared at its utter darkness.   
 
    “I bet you could bitch slap a dragon with that,” I said. 
 
    He continued to stare.  “Damn!” 
 
    I smacked him in the back of the head with a smaller shadow.  “Language.  There are kids present.” 
 
    He grinned at me.  “Sorry.” 
 
    “No problem.  We can’t all be as perfect as me.” 
 
    I felt a massive spike in magical energy and lifted my head.  The Red Moon was directly overhead, a pale ghost of its usual bloody hue.  Selene had shifted her goddess domain’s orbit.  I hated to think of what she was doing to the tides.   
 
    As I watched.  Massive care packages floating down to the surviving cities, riding massive red chutes.  She’d known this day was coming and hadn’t been idle, no matter what I often thought.  I just hoped she’d included some emergency electrical generators.     
 
    Seeing the sky full of bloody chutes, I had to grin.  Just let Kur try to take credit for all this.   
 
    Colt came by.  “Stop slacking off, Dad.  Do I have to do everything?” 
 
    “No,” I said.  “That’s my job.  But I am taking a break.” 
 
    “What for?  Tired.” 
 
    “I need to play politics.  One should never let a disaster go to waste.” 
 
    “Where are you going,” the Old Man asked. 
 
    “I need to kidnap some important people and drag them here.  They need to see the fresh devastation and know it that it can come to their worlds.  If I flood Earth’s news networks, I can maybe work around a lot of the self-important politicians.  I’m solidifying power and launching a propaganda campaign at the same time.” 
 
    “Need some help?” Colt asked.   
 
    “Sure.  You can come along.” 
 
    “Try to be nice,” the Old Man said.  “You can’t get help from people you kill.” 
 
    I sighed.  “Sadly true.”    
 
    Though their deaths tend to inspire the survivors to work harder. 
 
    I opened my portal and set off with Colt to raise a lot more hell.   
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