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    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    The dry air, thick with cold shadows, wasn’t worth breathing.  Only a few zones of light from the exposed bulbs—wired along a far wall, well out of reach—brought real color into the dungeon.  She was the only prisoner, sitting naked on the stone floor, near a drain that glistened with traces of blood from her last feeding.  Blood splatter adorned her full breasts.  More blood dripped off her jaw as she continued to gnaw the blood bags she’d already drained.   
 
    She’d been given as much as she needed; not as much as she wanted.  The Hunger still rode her: extending her fangs, putting red fire in her stare—a red haze in her barely functional mind.  Her eyes didn’t need most of the light to see, functioning better than a human’s.  There were fading scratches on her body from where she’d mindlessly ripped off confining clothes, wanting freedom any way it came.   
 
    She growled at the lack of blood and ripped the bags to shreds, flinging them away.  The next time the humans hosed her down, the plastic scrap would be washed down the grating, leaving her clean until her next feeding. 
 
    Even from here, below the earth, she felt the upper night dwindling.  When her nemesis—the sun—arrived in the next hour, lethargy would deaden her senses, crumpling her with consuming weakness.  She’d sleep until the tyrant sun passed and a new night came.  She’d rouse, and the cycle of her captivity would continue.   
 
    A mere animal now, she could only hate this existence.  This cage. 
 
    Vivian just wanted out to feed.  To kill.  In her mouth, fresh warm blood was a savage orgasm, a craving the bags couldn’t fill.  The predator in her demanded the hunt.  The chase.  Life’s blood tasted better when distilled by fear and adrenaline which had an intoxicating aroma.   
 
    She’d caught an incautious rat and broken its squealing body, feeding.  Those who’d brought the bags had looked at the remains in disgust, laughing at her.   
 
    She suspected the human servants of the Great One would taste much better.  If they proved incautious, she’d find out. 
 
    She rocked to her feet and prowled the cell, listening for the scuttle of tiny prey.  Rattling the door, she tested its strength, resisting the pain that burned her palms and fingers: the power of the warding magic that built up the longer she gripped the metal until she was finally thrown back, hissing and spitting.   
 
    Cat-like, she licked her burnt palms as they healed.   
 
    Finally, she curled up on the mattress in one corner, glowering balefully at the offending door until a stirring of the shadows snared her attention.  The darkness took on weight and density, acquiring a pale human face.   
 
    She sniffed the air.  Not human.  Not like the Great One who could put his thoughts in her head and make her obey.  No, this was not a vampire or remnant like herself, caught in the changing time.   
 
    She heard blood surging in his arteries and veins.  She heard multiple pulses and a strong heartbeat.  The sound filled her world. 
 
    The terrible pain of the Hunger sharpened, not as bad as before her feeding but still strong.   
 
    She waited, motionless, waiting to see if the visitor—like the rat—was going to enter her cell.  Her eyes slit, dimming the warning blaze of her red eyes.  Her fangs ached with anticipation as she licked her lips and gathered her legs under her for a wild leap. 
 
    The stranger spoke softly, gently.  “Hungry?” 
 
    The voice, the scent, they touched a buried memory—burning it awake.  A flicker of past images came and went.  She knew this one.  She’d once had feelings for him.  They’d fought together and had mated upon occasion, sweating bodies locked together.  He had pounded into her and filled her with pleasure.  The echoes of those times were ghosts dancing along her nerves.   
 
    Like the creak of a hinge, a single word escaped her blood-stained lips; “Caine.” 
 
    He smiled and came close to the bars.  He stuck his arm into her cell.  Darkness peeled off his flesh, leaving his arm bare.  Vulnerable.  “Come,” he said.  “Drink.  The blood of a god may do you some good.” 
 
    Not wanting to scare him away, she eased off the bed and slunk slowly closer, her fingers like bestial claws.   
 
    His arm remained extended.   
 
    A shadow of her former self surfaced a moment—when she should have been tearing into muscle, swallowing warm, fresh blood.  Their faces came close.  She repeated his name.  “Caaaaine.” 
 
    He reached through with his second hand and turned her face to his bared arm.  Her fingertips caressed his skin, her mouth closing on his forearm.  She bit deep.  Her hands gripped like steel.   
 
    He never moved, welcoming the pain, a soft golden light igniting in his eyes, thinning the gloom.  And suddenly she sensed a second mind within him, a primal creature as savage and hungry as herself.  It spoke to her: “Damaged or not, you are mine!” 
 
    The flavor of his blood exploded across her tongue, sending a shudder through her, tightening her in ecstatic release.  Lights strobed inside her head as her knees weakened.  She thought she might have tasted him before, but the clouds covering her memory wouldn’t part any further.  Leaning into the bars for their support, blood filled her mouth.  She savored it, slowly swallowing.   
 
    The Hunger still raged, demanding more…more…more…  But it came from a distance, weakened, as vulnerable as…prey!   
 
    She defied it, knowing she could. 
 
    He murmured as he stroked her hair back from her face.  And his touch brought a shiver down her spine.  “It’s all right, Vivian.  Take what you need.  I won’t deny you.  Just fight your way back to us.  Colt’s waiting, too.”   
 
    The name brought no image to mind, no sensation, no echo of feeling.  So much was lost in the red clouds… 
 
    She closed her eyes and licked the blood flowing from his wounds as they began to close.  Lovingly, she cleaned his skin; gifts were not to be wasted.   
 
    Caine pushed into the bars and flowed past them like a fever dream.  Inside the cage, his body warmth seeped into her.  His free arm circled her, making a fierce claim she did not resist.  Something close to peace settled in her unbeating heart.  He held her with gentleness as sleep stole over her in small stages.   
 
    She felt herself picked up, cradled against him as he carried her to the mattress, laying her down.  He folded in behind her, holding her.  His second skin of shadow was all that separated them.  His hands flowed like warm blood over her, as if relearning her from touch, confirming her reality. 
 
    It didn’t bother her.  She didn’t know why not.  At the edge of consciousness, she heard him again.  “It’s time to bring the other monsters in.  More than just my friends need to suffer.  You will be the last to pay such a price for me if I have any power at all.”   
 
    That made no sense to her.  And then she slept. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ANOTHER PRISONER 
 
      
 
    The creature burbled to itself in irritation, bored, lonely—eternally raging.  The black sea under the dark-green glass was cold and bitter as eon-old coffee.  The imprisoning glass stretched away to far horizons—to horizons that never grew nearer—taunting with an illusion of freedom.   
 
    As the monster endured, once and a while, the milk-glass spiders would come to watch the swimming behemoth, treating it as an aquatic exhibit.  They’d peer down hungrily, wanting to scoop the monster up for dinner, equally frustrated by the dark green glass. 
 
    There was nothing in the sea to feed the monster.  Its awful hunger had no choice but to grow—along with its hate. 
 
    The creature dove deep, never finding a seabed, only to come rushing upward at full force.  It smacked against the glass, flattening itself painfully without making a crack.  Tentacles writhed, curling, grasping at nothing.   
 
    Ages later, a spider-pack scuttled overhead, tapping the glass, testing its thickness, its hardness.  Tac-tac-tack.  Tac-tac-tack-ick!  Under the water and glass, the sounds were muted and unreal. 
 
    The monster flailed with black tentacles, staring back with its hell-red eye; a glare of withering contempt, letting the stalkers know how lucky they were to be safe in the upper world. 
 
    They scuttled away on javelin legs: tacki-taki.  Tac-tack.  Tac! 
 
    High in the sky, two-dimensional squares of golden glass floated like thinly-compressed clouds.  Electrical syrup dripped like rain, pattering on the green glass barrier as the spiders had done.  The fallen sparks bounced away.  They cooled and dimmed, dying.  Such fire-falls never damaged the insulating glass.   
 
    The monster’s only reprieves came when the Other remembered; calling it to another world, pulling it out of distant shadows.  Sometimes, the shadow-beast would be given someone to nibble on, a soul to savor.  Such times were very rare; all that gave hope of something better one day.   
 
    It hated hope.   
 
    It hated the Other.   
 
    It hated every reality.   
 
    It even hated itself.   
 
    But most of all, it hated the dark-green glass of its prison. 
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    “Seduction works best when the  
 
    target thinks it’s their idea.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Myrrh and Selena met me within one of the Capital City shrines I’d placed on the Dragon World.  The structure had back rooms, but the live-in attendants were out for the day.  Selene and I weren’t going to be bothered with groveling devotion. Or with visiting pilgrims; the doors were locked.  Selene had made the red-crystal shrines for me.  I’d placed them strategically.  Charging them with my shadow magic, they’d gone from semi-clear crimson to a look resembling smoke-quartz on the inside. 
 
    We stood in the main space, staring down at the engraved spell circle on the floor.  Like mystic circuitry, the symbols glowed with a bright golden glow.  Additional light filtered in through the walls painted us in graphite tones. 
 
    “There’s definitely a drain,” I said. 
 
    “Is the reservoir leaking power?” Myrrh asked.  “Maybe damaged by the Flawless before it was put down.” 
 
    “That would be an easy fix,” I said.  “I don’t have that kind of luck.  It’s why I always cheat.” 
 
    “Some cheeky ne’er-do-well is tapping the stored power, using it for their own purpose,” Selene said. 
 
    I lifted an eyebrow.  Cheeky ne’er-do-well?  Just say some soon-to-be corpse. 
 
    “Someone’s got a lot of nerve,” Myrrh said. 
 
    “Someone wants to get very dead,” I said. 
 
    “Or wish they were,” Selene added with a smile.  
 
    “The silver dragons are the obvious suspects,” I said, “but ‘obvious’ doesn’t mean they’re guilty.” 
 
    “We could kill them all just to be sure,” Selene said. 
 
    “That’s incredibly tempting, my sweetness, but there’s enough chaos leftover from the Flawless attack and from my seizing power.  Let’s allow some dust to settle.”   
 
    We were still digging people and corpses out from under falling buildings.  I’d declared martial law, calling in the Imperial troops to help the civilian efforts.  There was a lot more I could have done as God-Emperor of the planet but I wanted the people scarred and scared by this event so they’d go along with my future plans.  And the current chaos was useful in hiding all kinds of mischief I didn’t want to go public with.   
 
    Besides subverting the news media here into my state propaganda arm—as the radical left has done on Earth—I was in the midst of getting my own reality show.  I was just waiting on spy-gear from Earth: hidden cams, mics, that kind of thing.  The concept was simple: letting the public with still-working TVs see me running about my business, doing the things only Caine Deathwalker would dare.  The first person accusing me of being a narcist was going to be featured in a tasteful public execution.  We were currently lining up sponsors for the show. 
 
    “What now?” Myrrh asked. 
 
    “We check the other shrines,” I said.  
 
    “Sorry, I’m off to the Underground,” Selene said.  “There are managerial duties waiting for me and I need to do some shopping.”  She seized me, dipped me backward, and kissed me thoroughly.  Setting me upright again, she vanished in an explosion of crimson light. 
 
    I swayed a second before recovering my balance.  When an insanely powerful dragon-goddess kisses you, she does a good job.  I mentally pictured her in the Underground, at one of her jewelry shops.  I flinched from the memory of the last time I’d been in one; she’d had time-frozen clones of me—naked—being as used manikins.  The use of mindless clones for replacement parts in the upcoming war with the Flawless made sense.  The bracelets and necklaces she displayed on the stiffened cocks of those clones were just disturbing. 
 
    That’s not how you wear bling.  One’s cock needs to be ready at all times for immediate employment.  It’s the circle-jerk of life.  An obligation to the future. 
 
    Once and a while, I had to shake off the thought that I too might just be a clone, the real me chained eternally to a bed in some secret dungeon where she could have her way with me as desired. 
 
    Would that be heaven or hell?  Maybe both. 
 
    “What was I saying?” I asked. 
 
    “You were about to check out some of the other shrines,” Myrrh said. 
 
    “Coming?” 
 
    “Someone’s got to keep you alive.  The Silver Clan knows it’s only a matter of time until you break them.  They’re going to use this time to hit you before you solidify your power—and I’m not going to let that happen.” 
 
     “Of course not.” 
 
    Myrrh was a mature woman in black armor who took herself very seriously as the heir of the Black Dragon Clan.  She had a silver streak in her hair and the fire of the fanatic in her eyes.  She was one of the black clansmen whose shadow magic I had personally boosted by genetic manipulation.   
 
    I wondered if she knew I’d fucked her daughter—before she died in the Flawless attack.  Both of my divine cocks hardened at the memory. 
 
    I opened a shadow portal—a vertical pool of darkness hanging midair—and stepped through.   
 
    Myrrh followed.  “I can do a better job of keeping you alive if you’ll let me send for more of my people.” 
 
    “They’re busy keeping an eye on the Silver Clan for me, and you have recovery efforts going on for your own clansmen.  Besides, I’m a god—as I keep telling everyone—what kind of god can’t survive mere assassins?” 
 
    We walked through the shadows of the conduit, leaving it as the far end opened.  We stepped out onto the spell circle of another crystal shrine.  This one was vacant as well.  I’d called ahead and told all the local attendants to take the day off and to make themselves scarce.  Magical cell phones were still rare in the Dragon World but the market was growing.  
 
    “You at least need an honor guard.  The trappings of power have their psychological uses,” Myrrh insisted. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but then I’d have voyeurs underfoot should the mood strike me to rip off your clothes and have my way with you.” 
 
    Facing away, she spun back to face me; eyes opened wide.  “What did you say?” 
 
    “I said something?”   
 
    Smiling, I strolled past her, inspecting the engraving on the floor.  At my presence, the circle lit up with soft golden light, a sympathetic resonation to my dragon magic.  I could tell by the level of light that this shrine was also being drained.  “They’ve gotten to this one, too,” I said. 
 
    Myrrh moved up beside me and also stared down.  “How can you tell?” 
 
    “It’s my power.  I know how much I put here.  I can see what’s left.  The amounts don’t match up.” 
 
    She cleared her throat.  “About your unwelcome carnal interest…” 
 
    I slanted her a look.  “Unwelcome?” 
 
    “You should do your best to restrain yourself.  I don’t want our working relationship damaged.” 
 
    “We’re only talking sex, not love—whatever that is.  Strong individuals such as us aren’t weakened by simple pleasure.  Sex is merely a form of therapeutic violence.  A man takes his sword to his foe, plunging to the hilt to fill a woman’s eternal wound.  He pounds his victim unto shuddering, orgasmic submission.  Just another conquest.  A notch on the bedpost.  Then with the social ritual concluded, both go their way—their places in the cosmos confirmed.” 
 
    She turned to stare straight at me, mouth hanging open. 
 
    “Feeling tempted?” I asked. 
 
    “Disgusted is more like it.  Women are cannon-fodder to you?” 
 
    “There are two types,” I said.  “Hot enough to fuck and too ugly to fuck.  Each of those has subsets: weak enough to be used or strong enough to keep up and be respected.  A strong woman gets my respect.  A hot woman who’s strong also gets my cocks.  The strong but ugly have their uses but has to fend for herself sexually—unless it’s a mercy-fuck and she has a bag over her head.  Or a light switch is handy—all women are beauty queens in the dark unless they have more than three percent body fat.” 
 
    “There is so much wrong with what you said, I don’t even know where to start,” Myrrh said. 
 
    “Reality is defined by the highest perception.  Until you can see as a god, you don’t have the perspective to disagree, let alone argue.  A person born blind can’t meaningfully discuss the color blue.  They will insist that light is a myth.” 
 
    “So, you’re right because you’re a god and I’m not?” 
 
    I nodded.  “That about sums it up.  I’m godly and so are both of my massive cocks.” 
 
    I opened another shadow portal and stepped into it.  Myrrh followed.  I closed off the back and we took a few steps in a pocket of darkness that existed as its own universe.  I opened the forward section and we stepped out into yet another shrine.  It might have been either of the last to, but wasn’t.  All of them had been mass-produced by Selene and were identical.  As I walked across the spell circle, it lit up with a golden wash of light.  I stopped and stared, measuring the power reservoired here. 
 
    “Same thing here,” I said. 
 
    “Wait, you said cocks…as in ‘plural’.  You have more than one?” 
 
    What kind of god would I be if I had human limits?” 
 
    I’d wondered how long it would take for her to notice of that not-so-little fact.  I’d been dropping the anatomical reference into the conversation for a while now as a kind of lure to the unforbidden fruit of my loins. 
 
    I sighed heavily.  “Don’t you pity the player who has to get by with only one joy-stick?” 
 
    “Now I know you’re joking.” 
 
    “You don’t believe me?” 
 
    I opened another portal.  The dark eye hovered in the air, staring back at me.  I stepped inside.  Myrrh followed.  A few moments later, we were in yet another shrine.  I walked across its main space, letting the stored magic respond to me.  The grayish gloom brightened as golden light rose off the floor, hazing the air even stronger than in the last three shrines. 
 
    I arched an eyebrow.  “Interesting.  This one hasn’t been touched.  All the power is here that’s supposed to be.” 
 
    “Which means they stole enough magical energy for their purposes.” 
 
    “Whatever those purposes are,” I added. 
 
    “Caine?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Hypothetically speaking…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “If a man did have two, um—” 
 
    “Cocks?” 
 
    “Yes.  Doesn’t that imply two bladders and four testicles as well?” 
 
    “I still have one bladder.  And the original balls I was born with.  They’ve simply become reconfigured, so to speak, and tweaked to produce much more cum than humanly possible.  I didn’t start life as a god.” 
 
    “No, certainly not.  I’ve heard the stories.” 
 
    I grinned at her, walking back toward the portal I’d left open.  “Are you getting interested in my, um, equipment?” 
 
    “The logistics of it, possibly.  In theory.  So, how do you decide which one to use on a woman?  Or do you just alternate?” 
 
    I stopped on the threshold of my portal and turned back to face her.  “Well, in theory, there’s no reason a woman can’t enjoy two cocks at the same time.” 
 
    Two adjacent holes, no waiting. 
 
    “Says the legendary man-slut.”  She walked up to me.  “I can’t imagine a woman would find that enjoyable.” 
 
    I gave her a sad smile, thinking of her dead daughter.  Some have found sex with me to be the high point of their short, brief life. 
 
    “You might be surprised by all the things you don’t know,” I said. 
 
    She shrugged and pushed past me, stepping into the portal once more.  “Moot point.  I’m not sleeping with you.” 
 
    “Who said anything about sleeping?”  I followed her into the portal and closed it behind us.  I walked up to her.  “Before you accuse someone of lying about his giftedness, you ought to remember one thing: as the High King of Fairy, I’m no longer capable of lying without losing my magical power.  Obviously, that hasn’t happened.” 
 
    Her eyes flared wider as she realized what I said was true.  “So, you really do have two, um…” 
 
    “Yes.  I have two ums.  They are magnificent beasts.  If you doubt me, you can always cop a feel.  Though I might write you up for sexual harassment, just to be funny.” 
 
    “Those magnificent beats of yours wouldn’t bite the hand that pets them, by any chance?  Selene is known as a gene-splicing lunatic.”  Myrrh looked down at the darkness that covered me which I’d configured to look like an all-black suit, giving myself ample room for my male package. 
 
    “I thought your interest was only hypothetical.” 
 
    “It is.  Only…” 
 
    Liar.  I can smell your arousal.  Your vagina wants the reality your thoughts deny. 
 
    I walked away and opened the portal’s other end.  I stepped out into another empty shrine, leaving the portal open behind me.  I didn’t expect to be here long.  I heard Myrrh’s steps as she followed me into the spell circle.  It lit up like Christmas, a fierce golden glow. 
 
    “They’ve not been here either.  It seems their tampering is confined to just three of the shrines.  Maybe that’s all the power needed—for whatever purpose.” 
 
    Myrrh said, “Or that’s all the divine power they could handle, even working as a wyrd of sorcerers.” 
 
    “A wyrd?  That’s a rather old dragon word.  It isn’t much used anymore,” I said. 
 
    “I’ve been doing a lot of historical research lately.  What else would you call a band of magic-users?” 
 
    A band maybe? 
 
    I shrugged.  “A court for fey.  A coven of witches.  A pride of werecats.  It’s clans for dragons, vampires, and demons.  A mob of kangaroos.  A murder of crows...” 
 
    “A murder of crows?  What’s a crow and why must it die?” 
 
    “Just an Earth expression.  A crow is a black, raucous bird, a scavenger that feeds off the dead, ranked just above politicians and lawyers.  The bird is associated with the spooky atmosphere of scary stories.  They’re omens.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Shall we continue the inspection?” I asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    Piece by piece, she slowly removed her black iron armor, smoldering lust in her stare.   
 
    “It’s not that I find you utterly irresistible, but I just have to know what all the fuss is about where you’re concerned.” 
 
    In our private pocket of darkness, I watched her striptease with growing interest and hardening cocks.  Soon, her armor and weapons were in a neat pile.  She straightened, naked, pale skin contrasting well with midnight hair that had a dragon-shaped streak of silver in it, the only sign of centuries of age.  Her breasts were on the small side but well rounded, riding high, and firm with bright pink nipples.  She shaved below, keeping a trim triangle of dark hair that pointed me toward her hidden valley of delight. 
 
    With a warrior’s unwavering gaze, she stalked toward me as if I might try to escape and she wasn’t going to allow it.  “Let us see exactly who is going to conquer whom,” she said. 
 
    I let the darkness sheathing my body sink into my flesh, the same way I was about to sink into hers. 
 
    It is good to be the king. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWO 
 
     
 
    “Undead isn’t the same as alive.   
 
    Sleeping with a vampire 
 
    counts as necrophilia.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Colt and I stood in a red-copper conduit of magic that carried us toward Shreveport, the area south-east of Cross Lake, to get Zahra, the seven-year-old seer with the Eyes of Bastet.  The area was rural and run down, but Zahra was being raised by a pride of werecats.  I pitied any hoodlum stupid enough to target them.  The portal opened.  I had a view of Kat’s living room awash with red-copper light.   
 
    As we stepped out, I noticed the windows were dim with twilight.  The wooden furniture smelled of lemon Pledge.  The couch pillows were fluffed and everything was neat to the point of excess.  
 
    There was a child’s squeal.  Zahra threw herself at Colt, determined to be wet on a duck.  The girl was seriously obsessed with him ever since we’d rescued her on a time-jump to the Old West and brought her back to the modern world.   
 
    After the first excited hug, Zahra stepped back and picked up a bulging backpack.  The seer had known we were coming to get her even though I hadn’t bothered to call ahead.  Hearing our arrival, Cat came out of the kitchen with a bottle of diet Sprite and a stern, motherly expression.  “She needs to be back from her playdate pretty soon now.  Zahra has school tomorrow.” 
 
    “She will be,” Colt promised. 
 
    My unreliability was legendary; they left me out of it.  Kat knew Colt would jump the girl back in time so she’d be on time no matter how long we were gone.   
 
    I looked around.  “Where’s Joshua?” 
 
    “Out back planting a catnip patch,” Zahra explained. 
 
    “Oh, tell him ‘hi’ for me,” I said. 
 
    Joshua was a wereliger, his shifter form blending tiger and lion.  Werewolves thought they were the toughest bad-asses around until they ran into him.  I tried to stay on his good side.   It helped that my ghost-whisperer friend Grace and her mutt Tukka were mutual friends.  And that I’d fought off Anubis, the Egyptian god of the dead, for them once. 
 
    Colt took Zahra into his portal.  She went with a happy bounce in her stride.   
 
    As I was about to follow, Cat called after me.  “Give her real food.  No chips, dip, and liquor.  I mean it!” 
 
    Damn, there goes my plan to get her drunk and ask all kinds of questions about the future. 
 
    “I promise!” I yelled.   
 
    The air high over the house shivered with the deep-throated peel of a mission bell: a weird response that happened every time I gave my word on something.  It had come to me along with the crown of Fairy. 
 
    Fucking happy is he who wears many crowns. 
 
    I ducked into the portal and let it close before Cat could ask exactly what I’d promised.  Raised by demons, I wasn’t exactly Father of the Year.  Nor did I always understand the nobler human emotions beyond rage and greed.  Fear, I knew.  Its tang spiced adventure; nature’s way of warning you there really are people out there as bad as yourself, wanting to kill you dead.  Fear, rage, and even joy frequently ignited my heart when I unloaded my PX4 Storm semi-automatics on some solicitor or lawyer. 
 
    The Red Centipede Rider was next on my pick-up list.  I thought a redheaded goddess in a chainmail bikini might take the resistance out of some of my future abductees.  I wasn’t going to ask for people to come.  I was going to take them.  I had Colt for magical transportation past people’s defenses and I had my You-don’t-see-me spell to also help out.  I magically pulled out a couple of machine pistols from my Demon Clan armory and strapped them on over my dark suit for their deterrence value.  I’d found over the years that few people argue with a seriously armed maniac. 
 
    Zahra told us where to find Red.  Colt’s hyper-spatial conduit opened onto a second-story playroom in Kain’s mansion.  Some of his green ghost-lights came to check us out.  I figured it wouldn’t be long before the Lord of Vampires arrived.  Meanwhile, Zahra and Colt ran toward some arcade games huddled fearfully in a corner. 
 
    I went toward a hot tub where I saw Red, naked but for bubbly froth, a martini in one hand, her head lulled back, eyes closed as steamy water veiled her splendor.  
 
    She’s certainly making herself at home. 
 
    “You’re going to need to dry off thoroughly,” I said.  “You don’t want to rust your chainmail bikini—which you need since we’re leaving.” 
 
    She didn’t bother opening her eyes.  “Hello, Caine.  Bossy as ever.  You don’t want to climb in and have your hands slapped reaching for my tits?  It’s a game the other Kain and I sometimes play.” 
 
    “There are children present,” I said, “and I really need your help.  The Flawless have hit the Dragon World.  I put the alienoid thing down but entire cities have been destroyed.  How about coming with me and helping out.” 
 
    After charming some of my future abductees. 
 
    Her eyes popped open.  “A battle?  You already did the fun part without me!” 
 
    “Kain should have told you.  He made it to the battle.” 
 
    I so love throwing my friends under buses, cars, trains, whatever’s handy. 
 
    “Leave the centipede,” I said.  “We’re traveling by portal and there will be some regular humans with us.  I don’t want to scare them to death.” 
 
    Unless it gets me somewhere good. 
 
    “Hand me a towel.”  She swallowed her drink in one gulp and rose out of the water like Venus on her birthday. 
 
    I found a big fluffy white thing and handed it over.  She left the tub and dried off, no modesty whatsoever and a lot to admired and drool over.  She claimed to be a virgin goddess, a claim I could not personally dispute. 
 
    She finished by wrapping the towel around her torso.  “Stay here.  I’ll go change.” 
 
    “I can help,” I offered. 
 
    She grinned at me.  “Like I haven’t heard that before.” 
 
    “Don’t forget to bring your broadsword.  It makes a hell of an impression.” 
 
    “I never go anywhere without it,” she called back. 
 
    The truth of the matter was that her sword was almost as big as she was, a killing brute of a monster.  I waited where I was, seeing Kain enter the room, strolling my way.  I wanted to hear how Vivian was doing but didn’t want Colt hearing.  What younger Colt knew, his older selves did, too.  I didn’t want his adult self to know she still lived—as a full-blooded vampire. 
 
    Kain stopped near me.  “I see you’re stealing one of my house guests.” 
 
    “How is you know who?” 
 
    “You know who?” 
 
    I gestured toward Colt over by the arcade area.  Kain looked and nodded.  “Ah.  Trying to void a temporal collapse of the multiverse, are we?” 
 
    “Exactly, so no names.” 
 
    “She’s been made comfortable in my dungeon and will be provided with blood as needed.  She’s still unconscious.  It’s a little early for a progress report.  She’s going to be a mindless revenant for months still—if not years.  Newly-made vampires require a lot of care.” 
 
    I nodded and changed the subject.  “I’m rounding up some people for a tour they don’t know they’re taking.  Some won’t be happy to oblige me.  Can you come along and strong-arm some of the other vampire lords into cooperating?” 
 
    “I’m busy.  I can’t always drop everything every time you need help, boy.” 
 
    “You’ll have Red on your arm and can show off what a stud you are to your minions.” 
 
    “I’m in.” 
 
    I smiled.  This is going better than I hoped. 
 
    I noticed Zahra sneaking away from Colt while he was absorbed in a game where you blew off the heads of zombies with a plastic shotgun.  She crossed the room, directly approaching me.  Her dark eyes were inscrutable and inescapable as she stopped.   
 
    Kain watched her with silent interest.  He’d been with us in Shreveport while we battled Anubis’ minions.  Kain knew she was an oracle, an occasion vessel of Bastet, the Egyptian goddess of magic, cats, and sluts. 
 
    Yes, there’s a goddess for everything. 
 
    “Caine,” Zahra said. 
 
    “Yes, Miss Zahra?”  I lifted both eyebrows. 
 
    “I know what you did,” she said. 
 
    “I do many bad things.  Can you be more specific?”                
 
    “You’re keeping secrets from this Colt.  You got Vivian kilt and didn’t tell sixteen-year-old Colt that she’d rise as a vampire and not stay dead.” 
 
    I nodded.  “I’d like to think I had good reasons.” 
 
    She looked at me, silent for several heartbeats.  “You did it for him, knowing he’d hate you for it.” 
 
    I nodded again.  “Yeah, that pretty much covers it.” 
 
    Kain still hadn’t said a thing or even twitched.  I wasn’t sure he was breathing.  
 
    Zahra sighed rather heavily for a child.  “Against my better instincts, I have to respect you for that.” 
 
    “But I’m keeping the truth from him.” I wasn’t sure why I was objecting.  She was saying something almost nice about me. 
 
    “Vivian was never the right girl for Colt.  We all know that.  The sooner his older self moves on, the sooner my older self can move in on him.  I have dibs, after all.” 
 
    I suppressed a grin.  “You certainly do.  The gall of that hussy, moving in on you like that.” 
 
    “Exactly right,” Zahra said.  “Well, you don’t have to worry I’ll rat you out.” 
 
    “Rat me out?  Your English is getting more colorful.  Have you been hanging around Julia lately?” 
 
    She grinned suddenly.  “I can tell you, but it might endanger the temporal stability of the multiverse.”   
 
    Damn, that running gag again.  And to think; I started it. 
 
    She turned her back on us and flounced away, needing urgently to return to Colt’s side. 
 
    Kain leaned in and spoke to me in a low tone.  “She’s a little bit scary, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Hah!  Look who’s talking,” I said. 
 
    Kain was about to retort when movement drew his eyes to the side.  I looked as well.  Red Ryder was sashaying back our way, hair dry and fluffy, wearing her chainmail bikini, strap-on sandals, her massive sword sheathed to her back, a little clutch purse mini-chained to her wrist.   
 
    I called across the room to Colt.  “Hey, Buddy.  Time to wrap it up.  We’re hitting the road.” 
 
    He blew off the head of a pair of Zombies and put the plastic shotgun away.  “Okay, Dad.  I guess I’m done anyway.  They’ve learned to fear me.”  He and Zahra joined hands and came toward us.  
 
    “Who’s next on our list of people to kidnap?” Kain asked. 
 
    “Among those in power among you vampires, I need three who are most likely to give me trouble over my up-coming marriage to Gloria.  We might as well whip them into shape with a preemptive strike.  It’s also best if they’re old enough to endure daylight to some degree.”  
 
    “I know just the three.” 
 
    “Tell Zahra where to find them.  I’ll let you step out of the portal first.  Your people, your lead.  Then we’ll pick up Achill.” 
 
    Each country had its Fenrisulfr, its Wolf of Hell to control its Alphas.  The original being Loki, Son of Odin.  Modern wolves called such an overlord the Fenris.  The Fenris for the United States kept a low profile but was known as an RMB, a real mean bastard.  My Godfather actually, a friend of the Old Man who’d raised me.” 
 
    “That will be fun,” Kain said. 
 
    “Loan me a phone for a minute.” 
 
    He handed one over.  I pulled a phone number from memory, easier now when my godly ascendancy.  I punched in the digits and waited.   
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Spenser Browne?” I asked.  He was the celebrity talk show host whose show I’d been on with Red and Kain.  Browne owed me a favor.  “It’s Caine Deathwalker.  I’m ready to hand you the top stories of the next few millennia.  Can you get a camera crew together and a few friends in the news media?  Preferably from Fox.  No one watches the other networks anymore.” 
 
    “What’s up, Caine?  I’ve got to promise these people something.” 
 
    “Remember Red from the show?  She’ll be along.  Also, I’m going to be getting you guys rare footage no one else has ever seen.  Massive bloodshed, carnage, werewolves, vampires, a city of dragons!  Ratings gold.” 
 
    “What do you get out of it?” Browne asked. 
 
    By then, everyone stood around me, listening in to my conversation.  Colt had his portal fired up, open, and ready for us. 
 
    “I am soon to be crowned the god-emperor of the Dragon World which I just saved from an alien invasion of sorts.  This alien menace will eventually be coming to Earth.  Honestly, I hope to light a fire under some butts.  Supernatural politics.  This is for a good cause and you guys will be making history with me.” 
 
    “Okay.  Give me an hour to see what I can pull together.” 
 
    “Fine.  I’ll call back later.”  I ended the call and gave Kain back his phone.   
 
    “It’s amazing how you turn bullshit into fine art,” Kain said. 
 
    I shrugged modestly.  “We all have our gifts.  Let’s go round-up an entourage.”  I looked at Zahra.  “You know where we’re going?” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Then tell Colt and let’s go.” 
 
    The two kids just stared into each other’s eyes a moment.  That seemed to be all that was needed.  Hand in hand, they stepped into the red-copper portal.  Red and Kain went next.  I stepped in and the conduit closed behind me.  We walked down a tunnel of energy that burst open at the far end.  Colt let Kain out first.  We filed out behind him.  The portal remained open—an emergency escape if needed. 
 
    I looked around.  We were in a man-cave with rich maple furniture including a massive poker table.  A game had come to a screeching halt.  Chips were on the table and cards lay face down.  There were amber glasses filled with blood, scantily clad blood-whores pressing back to the walls, and four very angry-looking VIP vampires.   
 
    Two of them were uglier than day-old sin.  They had the crooked humped spines and balding heads of the Nosferatu who were Kain’s 3rd. Clan, the most inhuman.  They held part of the American south.  From my extensive files, I knew their leader was named Geovanni.  After I’d killed St. Paul, the Vamp master of New Orleans, Geo had swept in from Atlanta to claim the city, giving him a foothold in Louisiana as well.    
 
    A guard came from off to the side, running to intercept Kane.  I stitched him with machine-gun chatter.  The magical incendiary rounds I used tuned the vamp into a fall of embers that smoldered on the carpet. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said.  “I burned your Persian rug.   
 
    Kain walked toward the table, addressing the ugliest vamp there.  “Geo!  You forgot to invite me to the game.  Isn’t my money good enough for you?” 
 
    The vamp said, “What do you want, Kain.  We’re trying to relax here while deciding what to do about you—and the demon-scum behind you—outing our people on national TV.  A little warning would have been nice, you old buzzard.” 
 
    Kain laughed, unconcerned with the number of guns and swords clutched by those before him.  “Why take a chance you’d talk me out of it?”   
 
    Red moved up beside him and all the heated stares slid over to her, failing to get any higher than her neck. 
 
    Geo smiled.  “Why didn’t you say you wanted to play poker.  By the way, if you lose, credit can be extended if you have um, collateral such as her.” 
 
    Kain turned to Red and murmured, “Say it like I taught you.” 
 
    She nodded, drew a deep breath, and threw back her shoulders, letting her steel-clad tits bounce pleasantly.  “You are coming with me.  Try to resist, and I will have to get physical.” 
 
    Geo stared at her, licking thick lips.  “Aw, hell.  Who wants to play poker anyway?” 
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     “To a cow, a hamburger is an 
 
      atrocity. To me, it’s damn tasty.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    The next portal jump took us to Richmond, Virginia.  This state, along with West Virginia, and the Carolinas, formed the territory of the second vampire clan.  There were thirteen scattered across the world.  The vamp clan here was called Braha. They used magic fueled by blood, usually someone else’s. Most vampire clans had some form of blood magic.  In the local genetic mix, there were a lot of vamps with ancient, North African descent.  Their leader was a woman named Gemara—like Cher and Elvis—no last name needed.   
 
    When Colt’s portal opened in her bedroom and we all popped out, the lady lifted a single finger, asking us to wait.  She had a number of young men and women in her bed servicing her and was not quite at a place where she could to stop. 
 
    I turned Colt around and pushed him and Zahra back into the portal.  “Wait in there.” 
 
    Zahra didn’t argue, but then she was never bothered by alone-time with Colt. 
 
    “Why?  What am I missing?” Colt asked. 
 
    “Never mind, young man.  Do as your father tells you, or your mom will make sure I’m scarred for life.” 
 
    Female dragons are protective of their young.  Male dragons, not so much. 
 
    Kain summoned some of his ghost-attendants to record the orgy for his private collection.  The little balls of spectral green light appeared from nowhere and bobbed midair, holding various forms of camera.   
 
    Red stared at the bed like she’d never seen sex before.  I think she was taking mental notes.   
 
    Geo drifted a little closer to the bed for a better view, loosened his tie, giving every indication he wanted to jump in. 
 
    Moaning turned into screaming.  Gemara arched her back like an inverted cat and then collapsed in weary satisfaction, eyelashes fluttering through her aftershocks.  There was blood on her chin and various other areas of her lush, well-rounded body.  Everyone seemed to have been blooded at some point.   
 
    Kain apologized, “Sorry to intrude at such a moment, my dear.”  
 
    Gemara waved off his apology and rolled over to the edge of her bed, sinuous muscles flowing as she stood and strolled off with a leopard’s grace.  Her human play-toys scurried out of her way.  A slim teenager caught up to her and draped a tribal-print silk robe over her shoulders.  Still moving, she slid into the sleeves and tied the sash.  
 
    With the act of covering up, her expression changed as if a new person took over her face.  The eyes lost their sleepy look.  Her gaze had a hard edge, softening only when she noticed Red in her chainmail bikini and sword.  Gemara murmured a soft, “Oh, my!”   
 
    Her dark stare went back to Kain.  “I am usually informed when guests are coming.” 
 
    “I already apologized,” Kain pointed out. 
 
    “I don’t feel you put your heart into it.  Do we have some business?” she asked. 
 
    “We do,” Kain said.  “Freshen up and dress more…regally.  We are having a kind of summit meeting.  The wolves and fey will be attending.” 
 
    That statement caused Geo to spin around and fix Kain with a cold stare.  “What?”  The homely amp looked like he was doing an impersonation f a dead mackerel. 
 
    I smiled.  “Surprise!”  
 
    Kain smiled at Gemara.  “Please hurry.  We still need to inconvenience Toumas.” 
 
    “That cold-hearted speed-freak will probably start shooting the moment he sees you,” Gemara said.  “He takes your outing of the vampire world as a personal betrayal.” 
 
    “Hey, I helped.  I deserve some of the credit,” I said. 
 
    Kane sighed believably as if he actually regretted shocking the world.  “It had to happen for the good of all of us.  I hope you will give me an opportunity to prove that to you.” 
 
    She studied Kain’s face, then nodded. “Fine. I can be gracious.  Just loan me the redhead to scrub my back.” 
 
    The red-had in question was busy posing for the ghost cameras. 
 
    “I think not,” Kain said.  “We’re in a hurry and the logistics are troublesome enough.” 
 
    I was happy standing back, generally being ignored.  It gave me a chance to size up some of Kain’s more troublesome people.  I knew the worst was still to come.  We’d be hitting the Great Lakes next to get Toumas, the Master of Chicago.  He led the Wild Ones, a clan originally spread over Iceland, Finland, German, and parts of Russia: the Malkiv, clan number five.  Toumas was known as Nordic Dick: platinum hair, blue eyes, and an appetite for blood, sex, and drugs that were legendary.  Only his undead state kept him from frequently visiting the morgue on a gurney. 
 
    Gemara left the room with her human livestock and vampire minions. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Red said.  “Sex seems to be an enjoyable activity, but why does everyone want to do it with me?” 
 
    Kain and I shared a long look over the stupid question.   I looked at Red and ventured an explanation.  “Babe, you were born a wet dream’s wet dream.  All that we see just whets our appetite for more.  Most guys would crawl over broken glass if you would only step on their bleeding fingers.  If you had an army of clones, you’d be Mistress of the Universe.” 
 
    “An army of cloths?  I need more clothes?” she asked. 
 
    “Clones,” I pronounced the word slowly for her.  “Living copies.” 
 
    Being from a hell-dimension, she didn’t what a clone was.  I needed to watch my modern terms with her a little more. 
 
    Colt’s voice came out of the open portal.  “Maybe a cloak.  Or cape.  Capes are cool.” 
 
    “Hell, no,” Geo said.  “Don’t listen to them.  You are more than fine the way you are.  Of course, when we’re alone together if you need to get comfortable…I won’t try to stop you from stripping down.” 
 
    “I can take off my sword,” she offered. 
 
    “That’s a start,” Geo grinned. 
 
    Kain and I smiled at each other.  We could tell Red wasn’t as much a dewy-eyed innocent as she played.   
 
    Hell of a tease...  The guy that finally beds her will have a tiger by the tits. 
 
    Geo went to a nightstand and plucked up an open bottle of blood.  He sniffed it, then guzzled freely, finally setting the bottle back; empty.  “Good stuff.” 
 
    While we waited, I drifted over to a wall to look at a reproduction of the Mona Lisa.  The woman in the painting had Gemara’s face.  “Hmmm.”  The signature on the painting looked very real. 
 
    Kain joined me.  “The original,” he said.  “The later copy everyone raves about used a different model.  This was the version Da Vinci kept for himself in a secret vault.  It vanished at the time of his death.” 
 
    “I think we know why,” I said. 
 
    Gemara returned in a blood-red business suit, her afro looking petite and perfect.  She wore black boots, a copper snake bracelet, and a sword in a break-away sheath.  The shape of the break-away sheath indicated the blade was sickle-shaped.   
 
    “I am ready,” she announced. 
 
    Kain gestured toward the waiting portal.  “Then let’s go.” 
 
    We all jumped into the portal, letting it close behind us.  Our conduit of mystic energy carried us off to Chicago.  Gemara saw the two children and smiled at them, then turned wary eyes toward Kain.   “I hope they aren’t an enticement for Toumas.  Such innocents will not last long in his company.  He is one of those!” 
 
    “Those?”  Colt repeated the word. 
 
    “If he offers you candy, run,” I said.  “If he touches you inappropriately, you have my permission to break his fangs, punch him in the throat, and make him a crispy critter with a few dozen lightning bolts.” 
 
    Gemara’s eyes widened, seeing the red-copper glow lighting up Colt’s eyes, a glow that matched the portal.  “Ah!  I see.  They are your secret weapons!” 
 
    Geo took a moment to really look at the kids.  “I missed that.” 
 
    True.  People are used to yelling at kids to shut the fuck up.  It’s natural for them to be underestimated. 
 
    I gestured toward Colt.  “Allow me to introduce my son Colt.  He is the heir to the Dragon World throne as well as the L.A. Demon Clan.  His mother is Selene, the Goddess of the Red Moon.  Anyone who messes with her child will find themselves castrated and fed in bleeding chunks to slavering demon worms.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” Geo said.  “What about the girl?” 
 
    “She’s with me,” Colt said. 
 
    Zahra smiled brightly.  “Yes, I am.” 
 
    The portal opened.  We stepped out—into the middle of a night club with a great deal of shooting going on.  The crack of gunfire mixed with a few isolated screams of terror amid horrific techno-pop played through the house sound system.  At least there weren’t disco balls.  I’d have called in an airstrike.   
 
    In another life, the club had been a simple warehouse.  High ceiling scaffolding had been added to support stage lights and the industrial windows had all been painted traffic sign yellow so no one could look in.  There was a bar with bartenders, and big men scattered about in black security tee shirts and slacks.  The private security was being shot down one by one by invading vampires who apparently objected to paying the cover charge. 
 
    I counted four vamp nutjobs with short-cropped, platinum hair and piercing blue eyes.  It was Toumas and his Malkiv clansmen.  Finishing off the resistance, they swept in on the hottest women, having worked up a thirst.   
 
    A slight tingle hung in the air as well as a metallic scent: blood magic.  They were using a spell so they didn’t have to individually roll minds.  Vampire magic toned down the panic and washed away the need to flee.  Only those directly attacked seemed to emerge from the lassitude.   Or those who were also predators—like me.  
 
    Colt closed down his portal.  Watching the Nordic vampires, there was an angry look on his face.  He was young enough to still care about innocent bystanders being hurt and killed. 
 
    “If you want, take them down,” I said, “but we need Toumas alive and mostly functional.” 
 
    Colt gave me a fast, curt nod to indicate he’d heard and walked off with Zahra a step behind, nearly skipping.  She was apparently enjoying the hell out of her playdate. 
 
    A decisive commitment to mayhem from my son.   
 
    I smiled approval at the frail-looking nine-year-old.  I’d been worried about him as a future demon lord.   
 
    Too much kindness.  This was a good sign. 
 
    I looked at Red.  “Do you want to back them up?” 
 
    She grinned.  “On it.” 
 
    Kain slapped Geo on the back.  Geo staggered a step.  Kain said, “Let’s go grab Toumas before he does something stupider.”   
 
    “Like singing karaoke?” Geo said. 
 
    “Like killing all the hot women,” Kain said.   
 
    At the mention of hot women, Geovanni shimmered with vampire magic.  His back seemed to straighten itself and his brutally harsh features remolded themselves into a face with character that wouldn’t completely repulse the ladies—especially if he flashed money around.  
 
    They went off together, leaving me with Gemara.  She shrugged and started dancing, slow sexy grinds, liquid spins, and other moves that drew a whole lot of attention her way.  A couple of guys who thought they could keep up slid into her personal space.  The ugly guy, she shoved away. The pretty-boy blonde she kept, spooning, reaching up to pull his baby-face in for some lip action. 
 
    I left her and went to the bar for a bottle of something fortifying.  I didn’t feel like I needed to keep an eye on Colt.  Red was there, and Zahra could see any trouble coming from the future.  I’d been raised to be independent, pretty abandoned by the Old Man when he wasn’t trying to murder me with martial arts or survivalist training.  Selene tended to leave Colt alone and not worry much unless he was with me.  
 
    I gave myself a mental shrug.  Kids need some degree of parental neglect.  It builds character.   
 
    At the same, kids were a constant source of entertainment.  That being the case, I got my bottle, took a seat at the bar, and used my godly powers of perception to eavesdrop by extending my shadow, sliding it across the crowded floor, letting t pool under Colt.   
 
    I thought about the Nordic vamp’s use of blood magic to quell and disperse the panic. Again, I was reminded that just because a bad guy is insane, doesn’t mean he’s stupid.   
 
    Neat trick.  A little mad dog killing but no one cares or calls the cops.  I need to look into this; it could come in handy. 
 
    I took a long pull on my Jim Beam Black glass of bourbon, letting it slide like happy sunlight down my throat.  I could taste the charcoal barrel the bourbon had aged in. 
 
    Without letting others hear, my shadow brought me Colt’s voice: “Let go of her, you blood-sucking fiend.” 
 
    I shook my head sadly.  That not an insult; simply description.  You’ve got to do better than that.  Channel your inner demon lord, kid. 
 
    I heard a vampire growl at the interruption of his meal.   
 
    I took another drink, waiting as the drama unfolded on my private channel. 
 
    Zahra said: “What my friend meant was: take your mangy paws off the girl you pasty-faced freak of nature before something bad happens to you that will make even your mother care.” 
 
    Better, I thought.  Yeah, always drag their mother into it if possible—and not pressed for time. 
 
    “And what if I don’t, little girl?” the vampire asked.  “Will you run home to your momma who loves you so little she lets you whore yourself out in nightclubs?” 
 
    Oh, no.  If he makes Zahra cry, Colt will blast this place to pieces! 
 
    I took a third drink, getting entrenched in the drama.  Damn.  No peanuts on the bar.  What kind of shit hole is this? 
 
    I heard Red breaking into the conversation.  I felt her feet on my shadow as she pushed between Colt and Zahra to face the vampire.  “Excuse me, I’ve never had sex before.  Do you think you can help me out?” 
 
    I nodded.  Good use of her near-naked body as bait and diversion.   You’ve given him a reason to release the woman he’s draining—an opportunity to trade up.  The blood-sucking bastard’s bound to fall for it. 
 
    I heard his voice again.  “Oh, they’re with you.  Sorry about that mother crack, but I didn’t start it.” 
 
    “Quite all right,” Red murmured.  “I wonder if you could help me find a quiet spot where we won’t be disturbed for a while.” 
 
    “What about the kids?” the vamp asked.   
 
    “They can wait right here for Mommy,” Red said.  “I’ll bring them back a souvenir.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose,” the vamp’s voice went all sweetness and light.  “They do sell reservoir tip condoms and French ticklers in those restroom dispensers.  You can make balloons with those.” 
 
    “I’d rather have a kidney,” Colt muttered. 
 
    “Or a spleen,” Zahra added. 
 
    “Huh?” the vamp said. 
 
    “Just come along,” Red said.  “I am going to rock your world.” 
 
    I laughed to myself.  That’s one way to describe getting a massive sword up the ass.  I bet she tries to flush his head down the toilet first though, not that running water hurts vamps at all. 
 
    As Red led her victim away, I felt Colt and Zahra walking on my shadow, approaching another vampire.  Now that he was warmed up, I hoped Colt would do better. 
 
    “You’ve almost killed that one,” Colt said.  “You should let her go—before I fire-roast your eyeballs and make you squish them with your toes.” 
 
    I nodded.  Okay, not profane enough, but certainly colorful.  I’ll give you a C+ for effort. 
 
    The new vampire laughed. 
 
    I heard a whoosh and a crackle of flame.  I looked across the dance floor and saw a large gust of fire rising toward the ceiling.   A vamp scream followed and the sound of a body falling to the floor. 
 
    “Warned you,” Colt said.  “I’ve been working on my fire-breathing.” 
 
    “The woman’s dead,” Zahra said. 
 
    “Well, at least we’ve avenged her,” Colt said.  “She can rest easy.  Come on.  There’s one more vampire stooge left.” 
 
    They walked on, taking my shadow presence with them.   
 
    I finished my glass. 
 
    And then found Geo, Kain, and Toumas joining me at the bar.  The Master of Chicago looked me over with obvious contempt. After they’ve died, some vamps get like that; disdaining all humans.  They often get superiority complexes going even though they’re just walking worm-food. 
 
    Toumas’ eyes widened.  He pointed at me.  “Hey, you’re that guy from the Sawyer Brown Show.  Tell me the truth; you’re not really a dragon, right?” 
 
    I grinned.  “Wanna see?” 
 
    “We need him functional, remember?” Kain reminded me. 
 
    “He sent men into both of our territories, flaunting our power and authority,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” Kane agreed, “but you killed those men, and—by proxy—the other three here in the club tonight.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said.  “You’ve got a point.” 
 
    “Wait,” the vampire said.  “My other three boys?”  He scanned the room, looking for his crew.  “I don’t sense them.” 
 
    “Try looking in the dumpster out back of the club,” I suggested. 
 
    Extending his hands, he lunged for my throat.   
 
    I have that effect on people. 
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    “Some people can be big babies  
 
    when it comes to field surgery.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    As his clawed hands came closer, I grabbed his thumbs—which he’d kindly offered by attacking.  I let his momentum to break them.  He screamed.  He screamed louder as I twisted the thumbs off and set them on the bar in a little pool of blood.   
 
    “If you’re not going to use them properly, you shouldn’t have them,” I said.  “Opposable thumbs aren’t for everyone.  Beasts can do without.” 
 
    “That’s not nice,” Kane chided. 
 
    I shrugged.  “Not my fault he can’t control himself.” 
 
    Nordic Dick stared at his four-fingered hands, stopping his breathing and his heart so the blood wouldn’t spurt out of the wounds.  The shock broke his drugged-out haze, reinforcing his sense of self-preservation.  His aggression evaporated—for now.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said.  “You can still masturbate with a little rehabilitation.  They’re doing wonderful things with prosthetics these days.” 
 
    I winced, feeling a tingle in my balls, thinking about Captain Hook tossing off with that hooked hand of his.  Somethings were better left untried. 
 
     “Come along.  I’ll fix you up.”  Kane picked up the bloody thumbs and pushed Toumas off towards the men’s room to do damage control.  Kane would likely whip up some vampire voodoo to fix things.  I had a mental vision of Touma going through the rest of his unnatural existence with backward thumbs if Kane got it wrong.   
 
    I laughed quietly to myself as the bartender arrived to claim my empty glass.  He stared at the blood on the bar and lifted his eyes to my face.  “Cut yourself shaving?” 
 
    “After you clean that mess up, I’ll have a Captain Morgan spiced rum.  And some Wild Turkey Rare Breed on the side.”  The bourbon whiskey was a favorite of mine—112 proof, aged in newly-charred oak casks.  “Water it down,” I said, “and it will be your thumbs on the bar next.” 
 
    He nodded.  “Got it.”   
 
    He went to get my orders and I occupied myself with working on my catchphrases.  When Hollywood came knocking on my door, I needed to be ready.  I tried thinking of what I’d say to criminal scum should I ever corner some in a dark alley. 
 
    I am the shadow warrior of justice!?!  Several times, I ran the phrase through my mind, shifting inflections.  Hmm.  The claim to justice isn’t really me.  I’m more like injustice with the drop-kick-of-doom thrown in.  I played the scene through my mind a few times, trying variations.  Eventually, I thought I had something: I am the sword of vengeance, the jaws of death, the claws of terror, the dark star that shatters the night.  Fear me.  I added a mental growl to the last word.  That might be a little too wordy.  While I’m talking, they could be shooting.  Of course, as the God of Shadows, it would take more than that to stop me. 
 
    The bartender set two drinks in front of me.  I threw a couple of twenties on the bar.  “Just keep them coming.” 
 
    He nodded and swept up the cash. 
 
    I picked up the rum and took a long pull.  I tasted the island magic. 
 
    Ah!  Perfect. 
 
    I returned my attention to my meandering shadow which was still guarding Colt.   
 
    I should ask him not to mention I let him go on a killing spree in a nightclub.  His mom might think I’m encouraging him to drink.   
 
    Colt was off with Zahra on the dance floor.  His feet were firmly planted; he just swayed.  I wondered if he even knew how to dance.  Zahra did.  Her feet softly tread the shadow I’d loaned them.  I pushed my divine awareness through the crowd for a better look.  She whirled and swayed; movements similar to those of Gemara’s, but more wind-blown, less sexual; a natural, youthful exuberance burning like a flame.   
 
    Well, she is the vessel of Bastet, the whore-goddess of magic and cats, the original party animal.  It made sense Zahra would have some second-hand moves and grooves. 
 
    She went to rubbing against him from various directions.  More than being friendly, I think she was marking him with her scent; a werecat thing. 
 
    My from-a-distance attention sharpened as a male with too many gold chains danced onto my shadow.  He made a point of hovering near Zahra.  I tasted his aura; bitter almonds and ashes.  There was darkness in him, a twisted, sour desire tainting the night.  A hunter.  And he was stalking Zahra. 
 
    He’s apparently into underage kids. 
 
    I manipulated my shadow, dissolving the floor under him.  He dropped like a rock into endless darkness.   
 
    One day, maybe I’ll let him out.  Maybe.  Of course, by then, he’ll be a gibbering lunatic who’ll need to sleep with all the lights on.  No, obviously he’d starve first.  Oh, well.  That’s how it goes. 
 
    I felt Colt’s thoughts reaching for mine: Dad?  What did you do? 
 
    Pedophile, I explained. 
 
    Oh, never mind.  It needed to die. 
 
    I smiled at his callousness. 
 
    Kane returned to the bar with Toumas.  Old Nordic Dick had his thumbs back on but carried fresh bruises on his face.  Fresh injuries on a human take time to develop and go through a whole range: reddening swelling, to bruised purple splotches that yellow as they slowly fade.  On a vampire, severe beatings pass in minutes so the bruising stage had already set in. 
 
    I looked at Kane.  “Did he accidentally fall down some stairs a couple of times?” 
 
    “Something like that.  He didn’t want to let me roll his mind to guide the reattachment.  I had to be convincing.” 
 
    “And didn’t enjoy it a bit, I suppose,” I said. 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    I finished my drinks and pushed away from the bar.  “Okay, time to pick up a few more guests for my entourage.” 
 
    We swept across the club, pulling in Gemara who was reluctant to leave her boy toy.  “Bring him if you want,” I told her, “but it’s your responsibility to keep him alive.  I’m going to be busy.” 
 
    We gathered Colt and Zahra and crossed the floor to where a horde of fanboys clustered around Red.  Her form of dance was a tribal strut involving quick movements and a lot of hops.  It was something from the world of Mad Max.  None of the guys seemed to mind—as the hops kept her large breasts in constant bounce.   
 
    “I really hate to break up the show,” I said. 
 
    Kane pushed the men aside and stopped in front of Red.  “Time to roll,” he said. 
 
    They didn’t give way to Kane because he confidently wore a three-thousand-dollar suit.  They retreated because even humans can sense death passing close by.   
 
    Kane made no effort to breathe when he didn’t talk.  He didn’t care if he passed or not in human society.  This was a vampire who’d gone after armies with a cursed sword, who’d broken the backs of empires before there was much in the way of written histories.  Such deeds leave a psychic mark.  The very thing that repelled the men, drew most of the female attention to him—until the girls saw they were competing with a literal goddess for Kane’s attention.   
 
    Red allowed herself to be pulled close to him.  His arm would have wrapped her waist but there was that damned-big sword hanging down her back.   
 
    I had to admit they made a hell of a power couple. 
 
    In past years, I would have acted with more discretion, but the supernatural community was out of the closet now and most people were just ignoring the whole thing—those not being eaten for dinner.  It would be a while before politicians started staging spontaneous protests, or televangelists jumped on monsters as proof of God.   
 
    I shot Colt a glance.  “Fire up the portal. 
 
    He waved and a star-point flared into a widening disk.  Colt and Zahra led the way.  The rest of us followed.  The disk became a tunnel.  The back end closed.  When the tunnel reopened, I called out.  “Everyone, stay here; we’re only taken on a few riders.”   
 
    I stepped out into the middle of a sunlit redwood forest and looked up at an entire city in the trees.  Little was visible since I was seeing the underside of the supporting decks and a series of suspension bridges.  A nearby tree trunk had a wrap-around staircase that looked grown in place.  Silent, I waited, knowing the high-level of semi-divine power from Colt’s portal would draw the attention I needed.   
 
    Minutes later, a hooded figure came off the stairs, heading straight for me.  The cloak couldn’t hide a decidedly female figure.  She threw back her hood, stopping just out of reach.  She had russet hair and crimson lips.  Her fingernails were painted sapphire.  Her eyes were sea-foam green, her brows fine russet arches giving her a look of eternal surprise.  She wore a woven tiara of ivy and her pointed ears seemed a little long, even for the fey.   
 
    Her voice emerged low and sultry, a bedroom voice.  “Ah, it’s the Usurper!  Are you lost?” 
 
    “High King these days, and God of Shadows as well.  You owe me because I didn’t burn down your village once when you had it coming.  I’m calling in the debt.”  I had no clear memory of this, but there was a story Colt had once told me… 
 
     “I am the Mistress of the Woods, a goddess, so you do not rank me—High King or not.  And I do not acknowledge such debt as you claim.” 
 
    “So, Flidais, it’s all right then if I call in a legion of golden dragons to this world to turn the forest into ashes?” 
 
    “That would be inconvenient,” she admitted.  “What do you want of me?” 
 
    “For now, just some of your time.  There are dark clouds beyond the horizon.  A storm is coming such as you’ve never seen.  If we wait until it breaks, we will all be broken forever.  Fairy has a new, pitiless enemy.” 
 
    “So, we should all gather under your benevolent wings and let you protect us?”  She smiled.  “Now, why don’t I believe you?  Oh, I know why.  You’re a demon lord.” 
 
    “Since taking the throne of the High King, I, too, am bound as the fey are, to tell the truth.  Can your people afford for you to ignore my warning?” 
 
    I heard footsteps behind me and knew someone had left the refuge of the portal.  I waited for them to come up beside me.  Colt and Zahra appeared.  He stopped beside me.   
 
    Eyes spilling golden light, Zahra went up to the fey goddess.  Woman and pre-teen locked gazes.  Zahra spoke fey, a total surprise to me until I remembered it was probably Bastet talking through her.  “I understand why you’d hesitate to believe anything good about Caine Deathwalker.  I can see his soul, and I’m disgusted and distressed.” 
 
    My soul?  I thought I’d long ago lost that somewhere. 
 
    Colt called her name, “Zahra!  That’s my dad.” 
 
    “Just saying,” Zahra answered without looking back.  “The thing is, there is worse coming.  I’ve seen it.  If you don’t give our warning a chance, you betray all of those following you.” 
 
    “Fine,” Flidais said.  “Convince me.” 
 
    “This way.”  Zahra led the other goddess to the waiting portal.   
 
    Colt and I followed.  Once we were in, the portal closed and reopened.  The time in this kingdom of Fairy was evening; safe for vampires.  I stepped out.  They followed to watch.   
 
    We’d arrived at Ammarellis’ Palace of Thorns.  It looked like a jungle.  It was a jungle.  Nothing presented itself as a possible opening.  There was no gate.  The green stalks were too wide for a man to wrap his arms around.  They had violet knobs irregularly spaced out that bristled with black thorns.  The tangled stalks shivered, as if anxious to unclench from their wall and plunge into our tender bodies.  Like their queen, the thorns had a taste for blood and pain. 
 
    Kane stood beside me.  He’d summoned his cursed sword in the face of the fey threat.  “We don’t seem to be expected.” 
 
    I bellowed into the thorns.  “Ammarellis, Queen of Thorns, your High King has come on affairs of state and commands your presence.” 
 
    As minutes passed, the thorns stilled their trembling, losing enthusiasm.  Slowly, with the sound of rubbing wood, a great gap writhed open.  A woman stepped out of the opening.  She was followed by a pair of fey lords who wore the green leggings and bruised purple tunics—her colors.  They wore sheathed silver swords at their sides.  
 
    Ammarellis swept closer, an allay, not an enemy.  She wouldn’t need to be won over.  She stopped, extending her arms in welcome.  She had the poise, the aura, of an ancient fey.  Dragging, her hunter green dress winked, beaded with tiny gemstones.  Green makeup overshadowed her eyes and streaked the sides of her face: stylized thorns with bloody tips.  Black vines cinched her waist, a belt.  More thorn formed bracelets.  Playing Christ, she wore a crown of thorns.  “Lord Deathwalker, I greet you.” 
 
    I grabbed her forearms, letting her thorn bracelets bite into my flesh.  This would feed her power, and the charms woven into her thorns; she’d owe me.  I pressed in to kiss her cheek but she moved to lock lips instead.  When I could extricate myself, I turned toward those I’d brought to make introductions.   
 
    Gemara in her blood-red business suit and black boots pushed forward to seize my bleeding arms.  “Allow me to tend those for you.” The copper snake bracelet she wore also looked hungry for blood.   
 
    “I’ll heal in a few moments,” I said. 
 
    “Waste not, want not,” she replied.  “Besides your blood smells divine.” 
 
    “Literally, it is.”  I let my shadow swallow my coat sleeves, wrist to shoulder, bearing the punctures.  “Go ahead, just this once.” 
 
    She licked the blood from my skin, rolling her eyes in pleasure.  She stopped when the wounds closed, her eyelids fluttering in orgasm.  “Oh, my, that is good.  Now I know what Gloria sees in you.  I withdraw my objections to your wedding.  Maybe she’ll loan you to me once you get her pregnant.” 
 
    Scary thought. 
 
    Ammarellis studied the black woman, probably the only time the fey queen had ever seen one.  To fey eyes, the sickle-shaped sword, the close-trimmed afro, and chocolate skin would be utterly alien.  Ammarellis smiled.  “Caine!  You’ve brought vampires.  I’ve heard of them, but never seen any.” 
 
    “That’s because you don’t hang out on Earth.” I restored my coat sleeves and made introductions.   
 
    Ammarellis and Flidais nodded to each other in a friendly fashion that told me they were not unacquainted.  Colt had met the Queen of Thorns before, but not Zahra.   
 
    “If we can keep things moving, I have a few more fey guests to gather before returning to Earth for the Fenris.”  I herded everyone back into the portal, handing Ammarellis back in last, turning away her guards.  “Sorry, invite-only.”  I jumped in after her and the portal closed on their protests.  “Can everyone just stay here and let me get who I need?  Kane, why don’t you entertain everyone with the account of how you conquered Mesopotamia back in the bronze age.  I’m sure Zahra and Colt would be interested.” 
 
    “Great idea,” he said. 
 
    The portal opened and I left him to it.  I stepped out into a Great Hall, a lot of marble and drapery.  The place was empty, wall sconces burning to provide light.  The stained-glass windows were dark with nightfall.  A door opened and two ladies appeared.  They walked toward me like I was expected.   
 
    I recognized them and knew I was.  Leading the group was The Oracle, the Mistress of the Dream Marches.  Her blind eyes looked like giant opals.  Her hair was silver.  Her robes brilliant white.  And a moonstone necklace hung around her neck.  There was an air of extreme age to her, more sensed than seen since her glamour presented her with smooth, perfect skin. 
 
    With her was Queen Aleys, a golden-haired young maiden wearing a golden crown.  The girl’s amber gown was cinched with blue ribbons like those in her hair.  The ocean color was darker than the sky-blue of her eyes.  Her breasts had grown out a little since the last time I’d seen her—when I’d killed her twin brother and put her on the Phoenix Throne.   
 
    She stared at me with intensity.  “Is Colt with you?” 
 
    I remembered that Aleys had a romantic interest in the future adult version of Colt.  She’d met both of him back when I first became High King.  I jerked a thumb over my shoulder.  “He’s waiting in the portal. 
 
    Zahra’s going to hate this. 
 
    I smiled at the thought. 
 
    The Oracle nodded. “Let’s go. We have things to see, I understand.” 
 
    I led the way back to the portal. 
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    “Lone wolves are less  
 
    stable but more fun.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    There were two walls of windows giving us the night view of the moon-lit Pacific.  The multi-million-dollar mansion we were in was on the Oregon coast with the expensive view to prove it.  We’d left the portal to crowd into the white-painted living room with its Indian silver Greywood trim and wrap-around decks.  The expense carpeting was slate gray.  All I could think was that if heavy bleeding started in this room, the mess would very hard to clean.  I also wondered why the Fenris was here alone on a night when he should have been out running with his pack under the full moon.   
 
    A glass of tawny gold whiskey caught the light in his hand.  There was a clink of ice as he stirred it with a small movement of his wrist while looking over those I’d dragged here.   
 
    “Bring enough people to feel safe?” he asked.   
 
    I studied the Fenris in his dark, expensive suit.  Simply cut, it set off a lavender-blue silk shirt that opened at the throat.  His wavy black hair flowed back from his face, dropping in back to his collar.  A hint of mockery nearly brought a smile, twitching the corner of his mouth.  He had a linebacker’s bulk without running to fat, standing a little under six feet, with more muscle than he would ever need.   
 
    He looked too young to be a boogieman feared by werewolves and all the other shifters out there.  Only the onyx eyes were old—and dead cold.  He liked to hide his experience and the oldness of his soul; stretched thin across the blade of too many centuries.  He didn’t scare me; I knew him as Achill, a friend of the Old Man—and my godfather. 
 
    Zahra timidly peered around Colt to stare at the Fenris.  Even Kane bowed formally with respect.  The two of them had very carefully not moved in the same circles.  When dragons fight, one hurts, one dies.  It’s wiser not to; some battles aren’t worth it. 
 
     “We’re here on business that will in time impact the wolves,” I said.  “This is important.” 
 
    “Well, you all know who I am.  I’m at a disadvantage.”  He took a drink of the whiskey, keeping a wary eye on the vampires and fey alike. 
 
    I made introductions. 
 
    He stiffened a little with surprise at discovering he was hosting fey and vampire royalty.  And he smiled warmly when I introduced Colt simply as the Old Man’s grandson.  His amber gaze came back to me.  “And how is your father?” 
 
    “Recovering from his honeymoon,” I said.  “His young bride’s been wearing him out.  He may have broken his dick.” 
 
    “The old fossil got married?” Achill laughed.  “I thought that the invitation was a gag.” 
 
    “We missed you at the wedding,” I said.  “And you missed out on some great entertainment.  We got pulled into a hell-dimension and came back with a rockin’ hot goddess.”  I motioned toward Red.  “And had fun sniffing out a skin-walker, too.  We could have used you.” 
 
    His smile went away.  “Fine, I get the point.  What’s going on now?” 
 
    “I want you to come with me and look at a new threat that will be coming to both Earth and Fairy—and everywhere else.  It hit the Dragon World.  My grandfather Kur was not ready.  Millions died.  I have now assumed the throne of the Dragon World.”  I got fast looks from vamps and fey alike that hadn’t known that.   
 
    Achill stared hard at me.  “Your mother’s people are not easy prey.” 
 
    “And still, they died.  I don’t think anyone in this room can afford to turn a blind eye to what I’m going to show you.  Steps will have to be taken to harden Earth and Fairy against similar incursions.” 
 
    Achill finished his drink and set the glass down on a ceramic coaster on the coffee table.  “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Colt?” I said. 
 
    He opened his portal once more and the Fenris walked through our midst to be first in.  He ruffled Colt’s hair in passing with a heavy hand.  
 
    Colt glowered but put up with it. 
 
    Kane went next as if to be a protective barrier for his people.  The Fenris was known to have more vampire kills than any other creature alive.  Oregon was one of those states that vampires knew to leave alone.  After the vampires filed in, the fey queens followed—keeping a distance from the commoner riffraff.  I was an Outlander and Usurper to them, but I still had royal blood in my veins.  They seemed to prefer my company to that of the bloodsuckers. 
 
    Once we were in, the end of the Colt’s conduit closed and we leaped at last for the dragon world.  “Colt,” I called out.  “Try to get us there after sunset.  It will make things easier on the life-challenged.” 
 
    Gemara laughed.  “I have plenty of life, young man.  Being undead agrees with me.  And I’m strong enough to walk the day as needed.” 
 
    I didn’t argue.  I had no need to, and there were more important things to do.  Colt had been with me on the Dragon World as we dug survivors out from under fallen buildings.  He knew to take us to where some of the worst damage had taken place. 
 
    I’d originally planned to grab a human contingent for this tour, but it was getting unmanageable as it was.  If trouble erupted, some humans I needed might get drained of blood or eaten by the Fenris.  Besides, there’s a difference to outing a community and outing specific vampires—and people like the Fenris—who’d take it badly.   
 
    I decided to get the humans later on a second tip.  Though, now that I thought about it…  I sent a thought out for Selena.   
 
    Babe, you listening? 
 
    Yes, my love.  What is it? 
 
    Can you go to Earth and get a hold of Spenser Browne and his TV crew?  I need you to take my place and give him a guided tour of the ruins on the Dragon World.  Get him some footage of the survivors, anyone who can tell him about the Flawless attack.  I’ll break away from things here and join you when I can. 
 
    Sounds like fun.  I’m on it. 
 
    Thanks. 
 
    Her thoughts untangled from mine.  I caught the Oracle looking at me strangely. 
 
    “Just touching base with my wife.” 
 
    “The Scourge of the Wild Hunt, the Mad Goddess Selene of the red Moon?  How is she doing these days.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Borderline stable.  Thanks for asking.” 
 
    The Thorn Queen looked at me.  “And you married her?  You must like pain as much as I do.” 
 
    “No,” I said, “I just have a very high tolerance for it.”  I thought of Selene’s unrelenting drive to have me fuck her stupid.  “There are compensations to the arrangement.”  I noticed Colt drifting back through the crowd to listen.  It was true; he didn’t often get to hear my thoughts on his mother.  I smiled.  “One thing I’ll tell you; she may be insane to a degree—or twenty—but there’s no one I’d rather have fighting beside me on the battlefield.” 
 
    That’s because I wouldn’t trust her behind me.  She has a tendency to get overly creative in seeking solutions and is way too indifferent about unleashing friendly fire. 
 
    I glanced at Colt.  “Are we there yet?” 
 
    “Just about,” he said. 
 
    “Are we there yet?” I repeated. 
 
    “Shut up,” he said. 
 
    The portal opened and we all moved out into the ruins of a dragon city.  Many surrounding buildings were utterly collapsed.  A few just leaned into each other for weary support.  As our group spread out, I called a warning.  “Watch out for unstable footing.” 
 
    Zahra said, “This section has been searched.  There’s work still being done that way.”  She pointed. 
 
    “No,” Achill said.  “I hear something.” 
 
    “Rats eating the dead, probably,” Toumas said.  “I hate rats.  It’s why I sleep in a closed coffin.” 
 
    “We don’t have rats on this world,” I said, “but thanks for sharing.” 
 
    The Fenris leaped to the top of a pile of rubble and launched himself from there.  The blinding speed of the jump drew gasps from the fey.   
 
    I went after him, trusting his instincts and the fact that the Oracle hadn’t hesitated to follow either.  I covered myself in shadow, leaving only my head exposed, and floated up into the air.  Dry-cleaning for suits is expensive. 
 
    I caught up to Achill.  He crouched at a sewer grate, lifted it, and set it aside effortlessly.  As we formed a ring around him, he stripped off his expensive suit.  I didn’t blame him.  A sewer was no place for fine clothes.  The ladies got quite a show; Achill had a bodybuilder's physique, muscles on top of muscles, all of him hard and chiseled.  I could see in Gemara’s eyes that she regretted bringing the boy-toy from the nightclub—the Fenris was prime meat.   
 
    Zahra made a show of turning away and not watching, but like the blind Oracle, seers don’t need to look to see. 
 
    Geovanni was still in his Nosferatu vampire glamour, pretending he wasn’t uglier than sin.  He muttered a comment behind Achill’s back.  “Yeah, I used to look like that, before I started working out.” 
 
    Achill smirked in disbelief as he moved over the access hole.   
 
    I joined him.  “I’ll go with you.”   
 
    He grunted and dropped under the street.  I floated down in his wake.  Kane called down after us.  “Scream like little girls if you get into trouble and need my help.” 
 
    Toumas peered down after us.  “How can there not be rats?” 
 
    Ignoring him, I picked up speed to follow Achill.  He led us away until we had to be under some of the city’s rubble.  There was a loose collapse of bricks and concrete columns off to the side where the wall of a subbasement had been crushed by debris from higher floors.  Achill went up to one of the larger gaps, a six-inch slash wide enough to slide a hand into.  He sniffed around the opening and peered in.  
 
    My own sense of smell suffered from the sewer waste in the channel behind us.  Being the king of the Dragon World didn’t bring me special magical powers such as would have happened if I were an Alpha of a shifter pack.  The wolf packs boosted their Alpha, and the Alphas enhanced the Fenris’ natural wolf powers as well as his magic. 
 
    “Children inside.” His voice echoed.  “I can tell from the heartbeats and voices.  I’m concerned that if I start to get them out, more debris will fall.  Their pocket could cave in.” 
 
    Children.  There might have been a child-care facility here before the disaster. 
 
    “Anywhere a shadow can go, I can go,” I told him.  “I’ll slip inside and get them out through a shadow portal.”  I formed a pool of darkness in my hand and held it out.  “Take this up to the surface and put it in a patch of heavy darkness that I can tune to.  I’ll pass the kids through to you.” 
 
    With only a small hesitation, he took the black sphere from me.  “Your shadow magic didn’t use to be so strong.” 
 
    “I didn’t use to be a god, either.” 
 
    “When did that happen?” 
 
    “Recent development.  I fought Anubis after he tortured me.  It was turn-god or die.” 
 
    He arched an eyebrow at that.  “That fey chick, the one that smells all woodsy.” 
 
    “Flidais,” I said. 
 
    “What’s her story?” 
 
    “Goddess of the Woods.  Hangs out in tree-tops and can turn into a reindeer.” 
 
    “She single?  I need some distraction from a recent break-up.” 
 
    “Can we save the children first?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, sure.  Go on.” 
 
    I dissolved myself into darkness and poured through a hole in the rubble.  That crack led to another, and another, twisting me into many interesting angles before I spilled into a cavity with little light.  I heard crying and moaning, and a few older voices trying to be soothing.  One male voice said, “They’ll find us.  I know it.” 
 
    Condensing into human form, I used darkness to write a spell-tatt on one palm.  I pulled some raw dragon magic to the symbol and a ball of pale-gold light appeared in my hand.  There were startled shrieks.   
 
    “Someone’s here!” a kid said. 
 
    “Who’s in charge?” I asked. 
 
    “Me, I suppose.  I’m Taul,” the older boy said.  He had green hair and eyes and looked about six.  He was surrounded by kids several years younger.  They were sharing body heat. 
 
    “Okay, Taul, I’m going to get everyone out.  Is anyone hurt really bad?” 
 
    “Not anymore,” he said.  “Our teacher died.” 
 
    “Okay, give me a second to work a little magic.”  I extended my senses to the surface.  I felt my shadow-ball just getting there.  The location moved.  I waited until I felt the ball released, wrapped in more shadow.  I moved forward, clearing a spot behind me.  I used that space to open a shadow-portal.  “Okay, one at a time, come to me.” 
 
    A little girl about four was pushed out from the girl.  Her face was stamped with weariness.  Like the boy, she had the green hair of the Green Dragon Clan.  Most of the kids were of the Green Clan or Black.  The girl reached out with tiny, chubby fingers.  I set the ball of light I held adrift and took her hand, pulling her past me.  “Close your eyes and count to three and it will be over,” I said.   
 
    Turning from the waist, I guided her into my portal.  She let go of my hand.  It felt like someone had jerked her off her feet.  “One down.  Keep coming.” 
 
    “She’s out?” Taul asked. 
 
    “She is.”   
 
    They swarmed me after that.  I kept them from trampling each other, pushing them one by one into the portal until it was just Taul and me.   
 
    He stopped short of the portal to stare into my eyes.  “Who are you?” 
 
    “Caine Deathwalker, Your new king, and the God of Shadows.” 
 
    “Is that a joke?” 
 
    “Feels like it sometimes, but no.” 
 
    “Murf said we should pray to the God of Shadows.  I told him there was no such thing.  That praying was stupid.” 
 
    I smiled.  “I bet he didn’t listen to you.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Well, you get saved anyway.  I’m not going to hold a grudge.” 
 
    This time. 
 
    I grabbed him and pulled him into the portal with me.  And then we were on the surface, under a leaning building.  The Oracle pulled him from me, offering comfort.   
 
    I stepped out from under the overhang.  Most of the children had gone to the women among us for comfort, needing a mommy figure.  The first little girl I’d saved was apparently a daddy’s girl.  She was in Geo’s arms, not seeming to care about the homely vampire’s lack of heartbeat and body heat.   
 
    The rest of the vampires were looking around and talking among themselves; Kane holding court.  Eavesdropping, I listened to him tell about the Flawless attack and the protective shrines I’d planted—and how all that divine power had only made a firebreak, not completely saving cities like this that had done without.   
 
    I expected Nordic Dick to make a joke about all the wasted blood, or missing out on the party.  Instead, he looked sober and drawn.  I wondered if he’d seen total war before and still carried wounds on his soul that drugs couldn’t help with. 
 
    Two of the children pulled away from Gemara.  They looked like brother and sister and had the black hair and eyes of the Black Clan.  They ran up to me and braked hard so as not to collide.  They dropped to their knees and bowed their heads. 
 
    I took a guess.  “Murf?” 
 
    The boy lifted a startled face.  “Yes.” 
 
    “Stand up.  Both of you.” 
 
    They did. 
 
    I said, “You prayed to me.” 
 
    “We did.  And you saved us.” 
 
    “Yes.  The big naked guy putting his suit back on helped too.  Don’t forget to tell him thanks.  It’s good manners.”  I gestured for Colt to come over.  “Murf, this is my son Colt.  He’ll take all of you to the closest shelter and they’ll let your family know you’re alive.   People are still being dugout.  Things are a mess.  Be patient and helpful if you can.” 
 
    Murf bowed his head.  “Yes, sire.” 
 
    “You’re going somewhere?” Colt asked me. 
 
    “I have to meet up with your mother.  Tell Kane to keep doing what he’s doing.  Hit one of the new shrines.  Let the vamps and fey see the level of defensive magic we had to use.  When you’re done, Kane can use a spirit portal to get the vamps home.  The fey can wait for me, or you can take them back.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    I pushed sword-like vanes out of my back, wreathing them in golden lightning.  With a thought, I lifted myself into the air.  If there’s one thing I know, it’s how to make an exit and leave others with the cleanup.  I soared into the night, filling the darkness with my senses stretching out for miles.  That’s how I knew an ambush was about to try and chew me up—dragon style. 
 
    I smiled to myself.   
 
    The Silver Clan has learned its lesson about getting Colt involved in their attacks; they waited to catch me alone.   
 
    My smile widened. 
 
    Time to forget about alliances and just get to the killing. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SIX 
 
      
 
    “Now they have me exactly 
 
     where I want them!” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Light pollution from the dragon cities was minimal with society temporarily driven back to its stone age.  In the sky, a lonely swath of cloud was rimmed in a crimson glow, obscuring Selene’s Red Moon.  The stars were points of electric blue fire, very bright.   
 
    In the chaos of these days, someone in power was rolling the dice.  Danger hid, but not from my extended senses.  Within the cloud, I counted about twenty silver dragons holding a high, floating formation.   
 
    Might be military dragons involved this time instead of just civilians.   
 
    Not all Silver Clan dragons went into Administration, which was the primary service they provided to the Gold Dragon Clan and civilization at large.   
 
    In the back shadows of my mind, golden eyes opened, my inner dragon waking up—sharing my sense of danger.  What’s going on? 
 
    Coup d’état.  I think the Silver Clan is staging an assassination.  Ours. 
 
    Do we have a plan? 
 
    I always have a plan. 
 
    A good one? 
 
    Fuck yourself in the ear. 
 
    I actually have the flexibility to do that—but no thanks. 
 
    I angled closer to the clouds.  At a certain point, I figured they’d jump out, solar breaths flaming at me in a mass bombardment.  They’d hit hard and fast, going for maximum damage since It was known I’d just become a god.  That there weren’t whole legions of silver dragons told me that most of their clan considered this move far too risky.   
 
    I wondered if these bushwhackers planned to put a silver dragon on my throne, or if they were in collusion with members of my own Golden Clan.   
 
    I’m definitely going to need a few prisoners to interrogate. 
 
    I pushed my cell phone out of shadow, into my palm.  There were no microwave towers in this world to provide service, but fuck it, I’m a god.  I get what I want.  I called my cousin Kinsey, hoping she was on the Dragon World visiting family, and not locking lips with the Old Man on Earth.   
 
    The call actually went through.  A young voice answered.  “Hello, Mom?” 
 
    That wasn’t Kinsey.  The child’s voice seemed familiar, but I couldn’t place it.  I answered.  “It’s Caine.” 
 
    I jerked the phone from my ear as the young girl shrieked.  “Big Brother!” 
 
    I pulled the phone back so I could talk.  “Yeah, uh, who is this exactly?” 
 
    “Xan, you idjit.  Oh, wait; your adult self doesn’t know me yet, right?” 
 
    “I think I saw you once in the Dragon World’s far past, hanging out with my younger self.” 
 
    “Both of you were there?” 
 
    “Never mind, I have a situation.  I need some golden clan dragons to act as witnesses to an act of treason.  I’m in the process of getting jumped by some silver dragons.” 
 
    “I’m coming!” 
 
    “That’s not really necessary.” 
 
    “I’ve been working on my portal magic.  I think I can get there in one piece.  Where are you.” 
 
    I shrugged.  Her choice. 
 
    “Over by that one long stretch of cloud in the sky.  The silver dragons are hiding inside it.” 
 
    “Great!  Storms are my thing.  My dad sunk Atlantis; you know?” 
 
    “Yeah.   The Old Man might have mentioned it to me a few billion times over the years.” 
 
    “G’bye.”  She cut the connection. 
 
    She’s a bit…random. 
 
    I angled closer to the cloud-band, looking for a bright splotch indicating a build-up of solar breaths about to be spewed my way from yawning maw. 
 
    And there it is. 
 
    A thinning bubble of cloud ruptured and solar plasma caged me, the bars coming together to burn me to ash. 
 
    Except I’d gone full dark: intangibly swirling between beams as I fell into their attack.  The silver dragons evaporated the cloud around them, forming an open pocket for a battlefield.   
 
    They swung heads on long necks, glares darting all about as they tried to figure out where I’d gone.    
 
    I coalesced inside their grouping.  Those in the back saw me first.  The idiots unloaded their solar fire right at me. 
 
    I dissolved into an intangible shadow and let the front row of dragons take the damage for me.  Silvers are highly resistant to their own breath; that doesn’t mean it had no effect.  Prolonged exposure can melt scales.  Their scales darkened, steaming.   
 
    Those hits spun around.  They evaded friendly fire, roaring in indignation, but didn’t fire back.  Unfortunately, they weren’t that stupid. 
 
    As I reformed, I wrote shadow patterns on my skin.  They weren’t visible through the shadow I wore, but they still worked, giving me magical options.  I summoned my titanium sword—the one my real father had given me—and poured shadow and golden dragon magic into it.   
 
    I stabbed the face of a dragon trying to snap me up in one bite.  The shadow power sank through his scales, unhindered by material resistance.  The shadow conducted my dragon magic deep in his brain where it became raw, explosive lightning.  The dragon’s head came apart in a frothy pink mist and a spray of bone shards acting like shrapnel.   
 
     I unmade myself as another dragon tried the same thing from behind me.   
 
    I reformed as he passed, showing me his softer belly.  I stuck my sword in and held on as his own flight created a long gash.  He screamed, nearly losing something precious between his legs. 
 
    Oops!  Now I’m going to have to feel sorry for him. 
 
    Savage, sleet-edged winds swept in, slamming the dragons off course.  I looked for the source.  The rest of the sky was black and dark blue with storm clouds. Purple-white bolts of electricity leaped, webbing the underbellies of the new thunderheads. And there was the harbinger of chaos: Xan.   
 
    A half-memory surfaced, my own voice inside my head: Xan the Mighty! 
 
    I wasn’t going to argue; the storm she controlled was impressive, hurling snarls of lightning at the silver dragons.  Several were blasted directly and dropped, with riddled, smoking wings, screaming.  Thunderclaps drowned out the dragons. 
 
    Wearing a garnet dress trimmed with golden lace—that somehow seemed totally wrong on her—Xan had partially shifted so indigo wings protruding from the tatters at her back.  The dragon wings supported her human form in flight.  In her hands was a huge sword— 
 
    like the one Selene used—but blue crystal instead of red.  Her young face was azure, a much paler blue than her dark hair.  She shrieked: a sort of yodeled yipping like she’d seen way too many reruns of Xena, Warrior Princess. 
 
    Torrents of lightning peeled off her crystal sword as she slashed dragon after dragon, flinging wads of electricity murderous intent.   
 
    I hurried to get my licks in before the silvers were all gone.  I stabbed one in the back of the neck, frying his nervous system.  He dropped like a stone.  Another, I dropped into a pocket of multi-space shadow so I’d have at least one dragon left to interrogate. 
 
    Spinning for more attackers, I found Selene in her red, dragon-goddess form, her magic floating a small, cup-shaped island of glossy crimson crystal.  Spenser Browne, a cameraman, and his Personal Assistant were inside.  Browne looked a little airsick but excited as hell at the same time.  He flailed an arm, giving instructions to the cameraman to get me, Xan, and Selene—along with all the dying silver dragons, digitally recorded.  He should already have a lot of footage of the broken cities.  
 
    The man’s going to make television history when he gets back to Earth.  Of course, with today's CGI, a lot of people will doubt the authenticity of the shots. 
 
    The last of the silver dragons hauled ass for parts unknown.  If Xan and I were formidable, Selene was known to be insanely violent: a risk to life, limb, and planet.  If I weren’t her significant other, I’d have run, too.   
 
    Selene roared after the silvers which just goosed them along faster. 
 
    I landed within her island-cup.  There were curved crystal bands to hook feet, and handholds along the walls; illusions of safety for what was essentially a magically flying rock. 
 
    Browne grinned at me.  “Disney World needs one of these.” 
 
    “Forget it,” I said.  “They’re too busy destroying themselves going woke to stay in business for long.”   
 
    I noticed the camera guy turning his camera lens on me, getting shots of my blacked-out body and the golden-blade wings.   
 
    “Don’t worry about finding my good sides,” I said.  “All my sides are good.” 
 
    Xan dropped in beside me, folding her dragon wings in against her back.  If her azure face and indigo hair scared anyone, they didn’t show it, though a few long looks were given to the big blue crystal storm-sword she carried.   
 
    The camera switched from me to her.   
 
    I gave her a one-armed hug to get myself back on camera.  “Thanks, little sister, you saved me from the vile, oath-breaking silver dragons.” 
 
    She turned to face me, leaping for a hug that nearly strangled me with enthusiasm.  “Anytime.  No one hurt my big brother while I’m around.” 
 
    As if we’d planned an interview, the camera swung to Spenser Browne.  He spoke with his professional voice.  “Caine, what exactly is going on here?  We came to cover the aftermath of a savage attack against your people by space aliens, and get here just in time for what seems to be a palace revolt!” 
 
    I put on look #78b: Gravely-concerned-but-bearing-up-well.   
 
    “You’re right about that.  It’s an insurrection.  Some would prefer the whole world to have been devastated rather than admit I destroyed an alien menace at great risk to myself.  Those who’ve persecuted me literally from the crib—driving my mother, the queen, from her throne—don’t want me to finally get recognition as the hero I really am.”  Saying that with a straight face was killing me, though every word was true enough not to quibble over. 
 
    With sure instincts, the cameraman switched focus to Xan.  She hugged one of my arms and looked up into my face, tears spilling from her golden eyes. 
 
    Ratings gold! 
 
    She said, “Those damn silver monsters!  Hating a poor, helpless baby that way, forcing you to live among demons all your life.”  The scorn she put on demons told me she’d temporarily forgotten she herself was half-demon. 
 
    I smiled bravely.  “I’m just glad I could save the world that has always hated me.  Makes me feel like an X-Man.” 
 
    The camera swung back to Spenser.  “So, God-Emperor Caine, what’s next for you?” 
 
    “I have to get back to digging survivors out from under the rubble.  I have cities to rebuild.  I can’t waste time now being as irresponsible as the Silver Dragon Clan in not controlling their people.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you, Big Brother,” Xan said.  “If they want you, they’ll have to go through me!” 
 
    I hugged her for the camera.  “Such a good girl.  I just hope this world can find room in its heart for you and my son Colt.”  I went to expression #113: Solitary-man-staring-into-a-bleak-future-as-he-tries-to-be-strong.  “Let them hate their new and rightful king if they must, as long as they stop making war on children.” 
 
    “Cut,” Spenser said. 
 
    The camera lens dropped as the cameraman relaxed. 
 
    “Spenser,” I said.  “I wonder if I can get a copy of this interview to introduce you to this world.  Who knows?  It could make you a star in two worlds.  Your show could get syndicated here.” 
 
    “You think?” he said.  “Well, sure.  I can help you out there.” 
 
    “Great.  Well, if you’ll excuse me, I actually am rather busy at the moment.” 
 
    “Go do what you have to,” Spenser said.  “I take it the redhead will get us home now?” 
 
    “Sure, Selene can do that.  Just make sure to sacrifice a goat to her; she likes that.”   
 
    I looked at Xan as I levitated off the floor of the crystal cup.  “Ready?” 
 
    She had her sword back in hand, her wings unfurled.  She gave me a determined nod and launched, rising higher and higher.  I hot away, following her.   
 
    As an afterthought, she waved away the dark storm clouds she’d called, letting them go about their business as well. 
 
    I was glad now I’d divided the two tours.  I wouldn’t want the vamps or fey seeing my grip on this world wasn’t perfect.  I needed them to stop seeing me as a solitary menace and to view me as all that’s keeping the dragon hordes from terrorizing Earth and Fairy.  If the Dragon World was feared—despite the damage it had taken—it gave me pull playing good cop.  If I were perceived as weak, well, fey and vamps are all predators by nature; cute little Tinkerbelle be damned, the vicious bitch.  Cute is what you see before the fey bite off your thumb. 
 
    I flew past Selene’s red-dragon snout and blew her a kiss.  You can take them back now. 
 
    Her returning thoughts brought warm comfort.  You’ve been burning through a lot of power.  We need some rest.  And I don’t like sleeping alone.   
 
    You think I’d get any rest in your bed?  Please, I know you.  
 
    I flew off and caught up to Xan.  I pointed toward where I’d sent Colt and the rescued children.  Five minutes with Xan, and all the vamps and fey would know they’d better leave me alone—or else.  
 
    Besides, Kane and the Fenris were ancient friends with the Old Man; they’d want to meet his daughter from the future.  Xan was scheduled for birth in eight months.  I made a mental note to be there. 
 
    Xan and I dropped out of the sky, into the midst of a tent city, shelter, and amenities provided for the rescue workers by both Kane and Selene.  The Dragon World had never believed they could suffer this way.  Dragons believe they’re the most dangerous predators around and need to fear nothing.    Recent events would change that, raising new fears that I needed to channel to achieve my plans. 
 
    I got there in time to see a bunch of dragons landing, mostly green, a few black, and a red.  They transformed into anxious humans.  The kids we’d rescued ran to them and were scooped up.  There were tears and laughter amid much hugging.  Dragons prize their loot, but their children even more.  I landed and replaced my shadow with a business suit, pulling the golden energy of my wings back inside my body.  Xan landed and folded her wings, standing just behind me.   
 
    A few of the children spotted me and pointed.  The next thing I knew, I was surrounded by their relatives.  And they were all but groveling in gratitude. 
 
    As is just and proper. 
 
    “Take your kids home,” I said.  “You can worship me at my shrines anytime.” 
 
    “You’ve got shrines?  I want one,” Xan said. 
 
    “Become a goddess first,” I said.  “It’s a requirement.” 
 
    “How do I do that?” she asked. 
 
    “Max out your power until you’re almost there on your own, then find a god or goddess to battle, someone who can force you across that line.  If you survive, you’ll be what the multi-verse loosely calls divine.” 
 
    “I feel pretty strong now.  Maybe I’m maxed out already.” 
 
    I smiled at that.  Only in confidence, young maniac. 
 
    “There’s a couple of goddesses nearby.  You could always ask for a crossing of swords to test yourself.  Just don’t be surprised if you’re not as far along as you think.” 
 
    “Maybe I will,” Xan muttered. 
 
    “And don’t tell your Mom it was my idea.” 
 
    Red Ryder chose that moment to come strolling past me in her chainmail bikini, her huge, red-crystal sword in hand.  “There’s a goddess now.”  I watched her captive tits bounce as she walked. 
 
    “I can take her,” Xan said. 
 
    Not in bra size. 
 
    “Talk is cheap,” I said. 
 
    Red spotted me and waved happily.   
 
    I smiled back, waving as well.  Both cocks hardening.  For some reason. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Xan said.  “I’ve got to go and pick a fight.”  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SEVEN 
 
      
 
    “Bones crunching in the gears 
 
     of Fate; I love that sound.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I smelled blood and vamps; not a good combination.  My dragon’s sense of smell led me to a hospital tent where the newly found wounded were being monitored and stabilized until transportation arrived to ferry them to better facilities.  Inside the flap, I stopped, scanning the interior.  I expected to see bloody carnage but all seemed in order.   
 
    Gemara and Kane each stood by someone’s bed, peering down with red-lit eyes.  Under the vampire stares, the patients relaxed.  Pain left them.   Geo and even Touma were making the rounds, rolling minds, bringing comfort.  A medic came up to me with a nurse in tow.  They were silver clan dragons.  I knew why I was surprised; I didn’t expect such selfless service from their clan—it went against type. 
 
    The medic said, “It’s a good thing the vampires are here.  We’re out of anesthesia and painkillers.  And some of the survivors need surgery.” 
 
    The nurse said, “I didn’t think vampires could roll the minds of dragonkin, in human form or not.” 
 
    “Injury and bloodless lower defenses, obviously,” the medic said. 
 
    “And the vamps haven’t tried to drain anyone?” I asked.  “The blood smell must be torturing them, exciting blood lust.” 
 
    Kane’s sharp hearing caused him to shoot a glare of annoyance at me from across the room.  “We aren’t mindless beasts or remnants.  We are master vampires.  A vampire who can’t master himself can’t master those of his kind.” 
 
    “A lesson I seem to have forgotten in recent years.”  Toumas turned to speak to Kane.  “I’m sorry, my liege, to have forgotten myself so badly.” 
 
    “We’ve all made mistakes,” Kane said.  “Even I.” 
 
    Gemara approached the medic.  “I think we’ve done what we can for now.” 
 
    The medic nodded.  “It should be enough.  I just received word that the other continents are flying in relief personnel to help.  They’ll have more supplies.” 
 
    Geo and Toumas passed me on the way out of the tent.   
 
    Kane came up to me.  “This trip has reminded us of what it means to be—dare I say the word human?” 
 
    I pointed at a patient wrapped in bloody bandages.  “He’s gone.  You might want to write down the time of death.” 
 
    The medic sighed.  “Can’t save everyone.” 
 
    “I know,” I said.  “I tried.” 
 
    The medic put his hand on my arm as I turned to go.  He said, “I heard about the attack on you.  The news is going out over TV.  I know you must be angry at the Silver Clan, but not all of us are your enemy.” 
 
    I looked back at him, no fake expression in place, my dark soul on full display.  He stepped back, his hand falling away from me.  The nurse flinched as if I’d moved to strike her.  
 
    “I know,” I said.  “That’s why I’m not going to kill all of you.” 
 
    I left the tent and followed my nose over to a nearby rest area.  Kane and the vampires were at some tables, under a canvas canopy.  There was a table off to the side with urns of coffee and other restorative beverages.  Achill was there with Colt and Zahra, talking quietly.  Gemara’s boy toy was looking a little pale.  He sat near her, fresh wounds on his neck and one arm.  She’d been sharing her food.  He looked rather blissed-out on vampire enzymes. 
 
    I strolled over, burying my darkness deep inside once more. 
 
    Leaving another tent, the Oracle appeared, leading the rest of the fey to our canopy.  Quietly, they settled at a nearby table, attentive to every little thing.  I was struck by the very thoughtful expression on Flidais’ face. 
 
    Several of Kane’s green ghost balls bobbed in the air.  Most supported small digital cameras.  They’d been out taking pictures.  Kane had one of the cameras in hand, holding it out to give Geo and Toumas a look.  Both master vamps stared wide-eyed at what was recorded. 
 
    “You’re showing them the massive damage we took over all our cities?” I asked. 
 
    He grinned at me.  “That’s old news.  We’ve got vids of you and the demon-girl taking out a flight of silver dragons.” 
 
    “Sometimes, one’s subjects get uppity and need to be put in their place.”  I glanced pointedly at Toumas. 
 
    He stuck his hands—with their reattached thumbs—under the edge of the table, out of sight. 
 
    I looked back at Kane.  “The main thing to get from this little tour is that these Flawless could come to Earth next.  If humanity is destroyed, there goes your food supply.” 
 
    “While that’s true,” Geo said, “humans massively outnumber vampires.  A huge number of the human herd can be lost and we’d still be all right.” 
 
    “You miss the point,” I said.  “The enemy wasn’t trying for mere decimation.  They were going for absolute destruction, down to the last boll weevil, goblin shark, and tasseled wobbegone.”   
 
    “What’s a tasseled wobbegone?” Geo asked. 
 
    “Carpet shark,” Kane said.  “Don’t you ever read any Nation Geographic, Geo?” 
 
    Manfully, I struggled to make my point.  “The Flawless have to be completely defeated or all humanity will die out—and you guys, too.  There won’t even be a stray dog or cat to keep you going.” 
 
     “You make an excellent point.”  Gemara accepted a camera passed to her by Geo.  “But can you—who call yourself a god—stop these Flawless when they reach Earth?”  She dropped her gaze to study the battle I’d just finished with the silver dragons.” 
 
    “Why does a god need help?” Geo asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “They’re a god-level threat that outnumbers me. I need help from Earth’s preternatural communities.  We do this together or die separately.” 
 
    Still hiding his thumbs, Toumas spoke up, “Then, when the evil invaders are gone, you’ll be left ruling us all.” 
 
    “So what?” I asked.  “You’re not independent.  You’re ruled by Kane now.  My upcoming marriage to Glory will make me his heir.  Your positions will stay the same.  On the plus side, if you want to be top dog—excuse me, top bat—you’ll have an easier time of it by letting me gather up all the power for you so you just have to take it from me.” 
 
    Gemara looked up from the camera’s display screen.  “Easier said than done, I see.  I had not realized that you were as formidable as our Lord Kane himself. 
 
    More so, actually. 
 
    I didn’t say it with Kane sitting right there. 
 
    I heard Achill and the kids coming up behind me.  Colt and Zahra hung back as Achill appeared beside me, a cup of coffee in hand.   
 
    Where did he get that from?  It smells real. 
 
    He slanted me a look.  “What exactly is it you want from us?” 
 
    I listened for a moment to the sound of clashing swords and the growl of thunder.  Xan was having fun.   
 
    Pulling myself back on task, I answered the question.  “I need an end to internal strife on Earth and Fairy.  I need humans to accept preternatural communities. I need the preternaturals on Earth, and those visiting Earth, to give themselves a public makeover.  I need vampires to take willing donors and not kill them off.  I need wolves to not force lycanthropy on the unwilling and to feed upon animals, not humans.  I need fey on Earth to be policed by the stronger fey of Fairy.”  I looked over at the fey table.  “It’s more work for you, but more power, and more fun, too.   Zahra.”  I shifted to look back behind me.  “Your family can deal with the shifter clans.  Achill can play bad cop and enforcer to your good cop.  We need humans to like us and not be afraid.” 
 
    “What about you?” Kane asked. 
 
    I thought he was just feeding me a useful question; it didn’t feel like he was really objecting to anything; there was no heat in his words or eyes.  I answered truthfully since I’d become too fey to lie.  “I’ll be pulling in all the loose demon clans under me and coordinating with the government on defenses against the Flawless.  This means I need the magic-users to come together under one of their own and to submit to me as well.  Trust me, I’ll be just as busy as anyone else since I have two other worlds to rule in at the same time.” 
 
    The Oracle stood at her table, her blind eyes turning toward me.  “Speaking of other worlds, how does Fairy prepare for this coming invasion?” 
 
    “Is it coming?” Flidais asked.  “Who’s to say the invaders won’t miss a world here and there.” 
 
    “I’m not pressuring to get power.  I already rule, Fairy,” I reminded her.  “Gods and goddesses aren’t under my domain, but the rest of the fey are.  And if I’m the one to save them while those like you sit on their pretty asses and do nothing, how long will it take, do you think, for their prayers to leave you and come to me?  Faith is power.  You’ll fade away to dust by not standing up for those who now follow you.”  I gave her an evil smile.  “And can you really take the chance Fairy will accidentally be missed?  If you had good luck, would I be your High King?” 
 
    “We won’t be missed,” the Oracle said.  “I have seen this in my dreams.  It is why the Court of Dreams fully supports the High King, as does the Crone, Maiden, and Mother.” 
 
    Mention of the triune goddess of Fairy, the strongest deity of that world, cowed the rest of the fey into a brooding silence.  In that silence, we could hear the clashing of swords moving closer.  As a group, we all looked off to the side where Xan and Red were hacking and slashing at each other while smiling in delight.  Xan had made a new friend.  Idly, we watched the fight as it passed, heading toward the hospital tent. 
 
    I yelled at them, “Don’t go too far.  There are wounded in there, and we’ll be leaving soon.”  
 
    Laughing tiredly, they disengaged and came toward us. 
 
    Achill fully turned to stare down at me from his annoyingly impressive height.  “So, all you want for my wolves are tighter reins and for me to play scary executioner to the offenders?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” I said.  “And I will need you to extend that role to help keep the other shifter clans in line.  And then, there are the black witches and skin-walkers that will need to be put down.” 
 
    “That could become a full-time job,” the Fenris said. 
 
    “It probably will,” I answered.   
 
    He gave me a wolfish version of my own wicked smile.  “Good.  I’ve been thinking about turning over the wolf clans to fresh blood.” 
 
    The vampires all gave him considering looks.  They were probably wondering the same thing as me: Was the old wolf getting mentally unstable after too many centuries of immortality? 
 
    Achill gave us all a hard glare.  “I am currently a victim of my success.  The U.S. wolfpacks have grown quite strong with many powerful Alphas to lead them.   I have made them safe but made what I do look easy.  Some of my Alphas are wondering aloud if a Fenris is even needed in this modern age.” 
 
    Kane sighed.  “That old progressivism-for-its-own-sake bullshit.  I know it well.”  He glanced at Toumas. 
 
    Startled, Toumas looked back.  “What?  I may be all kinds of a blood-sucking monster and an all-around mean bastard, but don’t call me a liberal.” 
 
    “Loss of traditional values,” Achill said, “just leads to anarchy and violence and the loss of safety for all.  Those who’ve never been hunted by villagers with torches and pitchforks just don’t get it.” 
 
    “You know; Antifa thugs are pretty tasty when you rip out their throats,” Kane confessed.  “They squeal just like dying pigs.  Really, it’s a public service.” 
 
    “So, you think walking away from your wolves will fix things?” Colt asked the question with a curious innocence few of us could have pulled off because his attitude was real.   
 
    Achill answered with a smile instead of bloodshed, taking no offense.  “When they try to pick who among them is fit to take my place, there will be a need for many new, smarter Alphas because a lot of the old ones will have killed themselves off.  And if any of them actually get declared as the new Fenris, he won’t have my reputation to coast on.  He’ll have to be brutally repressive.  I give it six months before all the wolfpacks realize how good they had it under me and come crawling back on their bellies, whining like bitches.” 
 
    “An intriguing solution,” Kane said.  “I’ll be watching to see how well that works out.” 
 
    Achill me Kane’s stare.  “Watch from a distance.  The wolves will always be mine, whether they know it or not.” 
 
    I changed the subject before someone died.  I did need to show them what I could do to safeguard their worlds.  “Why don’t we move on to one of my shrines.  I want to show you what your cities will need as a bare minimum for defense.”   
 
    Before I could tell Colt to open up a portal, the sound of stomping feet reached me.  Armored troops approached; dragons in human form holding swords and lightning lances.   
 
    Kane’s cursed sword appeared in his hand.  Red and Xan drew their weapons, a contest to see who as faster.   
 
    The vamps hoped up on the tables, crouching in menace, baring fangs.   
 
    The fey looked unconcerned.   
 
    A deep growl came from the Fenris as his eyes went to a brighter amber color, his wolf surfacing in his human form. 
 
    “Our people are close,” Zahra said.  “Don’t worry.” 
 
    The Oracle nodded. 
 
    I went out from the under the canopy to greet them.  I counted roughly twenty golden clan warriors.  The lead warrior bowed from the waist and snapped back straight.  “Captain Sleegah, Palace Guard.  We are at your service, Lord Caine.” 
 
    “That’s God-Emperor Caine, I corrected him.  “I don’t need protection but the thought is appreciated.” 
 
    “If you’ll let us know of your comings and goings, we can serve you better.  There was no need for you to stand against the silver rebels alone.” 
 
    I lifted an eyebrow.  “Oh, you heard about that?” 
 
    Xan stepped up to my side, glaring at the soldiers.  “He wasn’t alone.  He had me, Xan the Mighty.” 
 
    “What is this creature?” Captain Sleegah asked. 
 
    “My cousin’s child,” I said.  “You’re insulting a member of the royal family.” 
 
    The captain hastily bowed to Xan.  “My apologies.” 
 
    Xan delivered a glare of withering disdain.  “That’s not the same as saying you’re sorry.  When I’m a goddess, I won’t take any of your stinky old prayers!  That will teach you.” 
 
    Colt and Zahra joined us as well. 
 
    “Did you capture any of the rebels alive?” I asked Captain Sleegah. 
 
    “No, God-Emperor Caine.  They fought to the death rather than be captured.” 
 
    Really?  Or were they killed before a connection to my own clan could be found?  Whose interests are you guarding? 
 
    “You are dismissed,” I said.  “I’ll call you if I need you.” 
 
    Captain Sleegah objected.  “But my lord, it is our duty—!” 
 
    “To follow my orders.  Go.” 
 
    I waited, black and gold filaments of lightning crawling over my torso and hands. 
 
    Sleegah’s jaw muscles knotted in anger.  He bowed, straightened, and led his men away.  As soon as they had cleared the area, the shadows spewed out black-armored soldiers that sank to their knees before me, lowering their heads. 
 
    “These are the guys I meant,” Zahra said. 
 
    “Stand up,” I ordered.  “You can’t do your job from down there,” I reminded them. 
 
    They stood.   
 
    I smiled.  “Myrrh, good to see you.” 
 
    “God of Shadows, we stand ready to serve.” 
 
    “Always good to know.  I have a present for you: a captured silver.  I need him interrogated.  He was among those that attacked me.”  Off to the side, I turned a clear patch of ground into a shadow pool and the silver I’d taken earlier floated to the surface.  I absorbed the darkness and the scaly dragon lay there, dazed, shivering in fear, delivered from a black void that all his solar flame couldn’t burn away.  “Hopefully he’s still sane enough to have a few answers.” 
 
    As I watched, the dragon fled, shape-shifting, leaving his human side to suffer as he had. 
 
    Myrrh gestured and her people swarmed the silver clansman, taking him into custody.  She looked back at me.  “Whatever answers he has will be yours.” 
 
    “Even if he’s not useful, we will make use of him,” I said.  “Hold him where he can’t be found, under magic wards, and let word leak out that he is being very helpful in an attempt to earn clemency.   And keep watch upon those in power who show too much interest in the news.  I especially want to know about any silver and gold officials or military commanders that go on sudden holiday.” 
 
    Myrrh shot me a feral grin that indicated she completely understood my strategy—and approved.  “It will be as you say, God-Emperor Caine.” 
 
    I turned to Xan.  “Take note; sometimes a live enemy is more valuable than a dead one.” 
 
    “Yes, big brother, but they aren’t more fun.” 
 
    “No, but they lead you to more enemies if used right and that is fun.” 
 
    She gave me a snarky smile.  “As you say, God-Emperor-Big-Brother.” 
 
    I turned back to Myrrh.  This is my cousin’s daughter, Xan.  Also, my little sister through the demon lord that raised me on Earth.  When she’s on this world, and your clan has an opportunity to serve her, I hope you will.” 
 
    Myrrh gave Xan a searching study.  “I will see to it that our people know of her.” 
 
    “Xan the Mighty,” Xan said. 
 
    “Such an immodest child.”  I sighed dramatically.  “I don’t know where she gets it from.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “Except for ex-princes croaking 
 
     in ponds—who doesn’t love magic?” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Colt took everyone on to the shrine, down the maw of his red-copper portal; everyone except for Red and Xan who chose to stay with me.    
 
    I opened a shadow portal.  The black hole hung midair, waiting.  The girls followed me through.  We emerged in the Capital, in front of the local TV station.  Mass media was new to the Dragon World, the technology imported from Earth in the last couple of years.  I’d borrowed a camera from Kane, one with footage from the battle with the silver dragons.  I had plans for the recording.  I had a contact, an investigative reporter of the Green Dragon Clan.  In search of ratings, she’d help as my propaganda officer.  
 
    My portal dwindled and closed.  I led my friends inside.  We were stopped by private security.  They obviously didn’t recognize me or they would have groveled.   
 
    “Please call Ms. Greene.  She’s not expecting me, but she’ll want to see the video feed I have for her.”  I held up the camera.   
 
    The guards eyed the camera.   
 
    One of them said, “Wait here.  I’ll send word.”   
 
    Good, I won’t have to kill you. 
 
    He stepped away and used a little toy walky-talky that also looked like it came from Earth.  He spoke quietly into his device.  I didn’t bother trying to overhear.  He talked a bit then came back to us.  “Someone will come for you in a minute or two.” 
 
    The other guard had discovered Red in her chainmail bikini.  He was too busy eyeing her bouncy tits to be wary of the massive crystal sword hanging at her back.  But then, it was customary on the Dragon World for much of the population to go about armed.  Here, no wilting-violet ass-hat clown would dare bother the cops over a suspicious character.  It made me proud of my Dragon World heritage that we were free of the mental disease of liberalism. 
 
     A woman in a red-skirted and blazer, with a metallic gold blouse, came along Her skin was bronzed, her hair a cascade of red-brownish coils.  She smiled, extending a hand in an Earth-style greeting.  Bowing with grave formality, she seemed to know me as the new king of the Dragon World. 
 
    “I have the honor of speaking with God-Emperor Caine, do I not?” she asked. 
 
    “You do.”  I took her hand in mine for a moment then released her.  ‘And who would you be?” 
 
    “Lilsah,” I’m the general manager of this station.   
 
    “Good.  I have some footage I’d like to show you.  Tell me, do you have the technology to copy off of this camera?”  I held it up.   
 
    She looked at the compact camcorder.  “I believe we do.  This is something newsworthy?” 
 
    “Footage of the attack against me and my little sister,” I looked toward Xan. 
 
    “Twenty silver dragons,” Xan said.  “We kicked ass!” 
 
    Lilsah snatched the camera from my hand with surgical precision; I barely felt it leave.  “You can trust me with this.”  Her stare went to Red.  “And this is, of course, Selene, of the Red Dragon Clan, your empress.” 
 
    “Actually, no.  Though I can see why you’d think so.  They could definitely be sisters and both use giant red crystal swords.” 
 
    Red stepped forward.  She thrust out her mighty tits while offering a hand in greeting.  “I am the Red Centipede Rider.”  She said those words as if her legend had surely reached all the worlds and realities of the multiverse. 
 
    “She rides a giant red centipede,” I explained, “and is a goddess from a barbaric hell-dimension I once visited.” 
 
    Lilsah shook hands.  “I, uh, see.”  She looked Red up and down.  “Ms. Rider, would you have any interest in becoming a media personality?  I could give you a weekend news segment.  I think our viewers would be highly interested in uh,” her gaze returned to the chainmail bikini, “Your fashion sense and other-world views.” 
 
    I grinned. That’s not what the viewing dragon-men will be interested in at all.  They’ll all want to know where they can get a demon-world goddess of their own. 
 
    “Well, I have yet to develop a career other than hero,” Red said.  “And it sounds interesting.  Perhaps I might give it a try.” 
 
    “You can stay with me,” Xan said.  “And I can continue my sword training with you.” 
 
    “That might make a good piece,” Lilsah said.  “And we could do a story on Xan—Mystery Child of the Imperial Clan.” 
 
    “That’s Xan the Mighty,” Xan explained.  “I’m plenty strong but apparently not yet ready to be a goddess.” 
 
    “The problem is you’re only visiting this point in time, Xan,” I said.  “You’d have to get Red back to the right time for her work, or else you’d have to stay here in this time for a while, Xan.” 
 
    Xan looked up at me with a universe of adoration shining in her eyes.  “I wouldn’t mind.  We could spend some quality time getting to know each other.” 
 
    Lilsah handed Xan and Red business cards. 
 
    I lifted an eyebrow.  Earth was making far more of an impact on dragon culture than they knew. 
 
    Lilsah turned back to me.  Can you give us a brief interview in front of the camera, some comment on the unrest in the government and the insurrection, and what it could mean for our viewing audience?” 
 
    I smiled.  “I was hoping for such an opportunity.  After all, I would hate for people to think I didn’t have everything under control.” 
 
    “Great, come with me.  I’ll get you settled.” 
 
    We followed the station manager along the hall to an actual elevator.   
 
    Damn.  Whoever is introducing all this tech is making a killing.  I should look into this.   
 
    Golden eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind, my inner dragon checking in with me.  His thoughts touched mine: Because it could be altering the timeline? 
 
    I answered: well, there’s that, but also, Hell-forbid someone other than us makes an obscene fortune off of our world. 
 
    Instead of directly making an issue of something that wasn’t even illegal, I decided to just have the Black Clan look into it for me.   
 
    We rode the elevator rode up a few floors and stepped off.   Lilsah led us along a hallway and opened a door for us.  We went in to a lounge.  The walls were painted sea-foam green.  There were leather couches and a few TVs mounted on the walls.  A wet bar drew my attention.  The place had been empty until we arrived. 
 
    “Make yourself comfortable,” Lilsah said.  “Ms. Green will be with you soon to prep you for your interview.” 
 
    I nodded and she withdrew, still clutching the camcorder.  I hoped I’d see it again.  Not that Kane didn’t have plenty of them. 
 
    A kind of magical geas drew me to the bar and forced me to liberate a bottle of the good stuff.  Really.  I took it over to a chair and dropped into it to wait, watching the news so I’d know what the current word on the street was.  Red found bottles of water in a mini-fridge for her and the kid.  They joined me in front of the TV, taking an adjoining couch.   
 
    The volume was low.  I spied a remote control on a coffee table and used a shadow hand to pick it up and float it over to me.  I used the control to boost the sound.  There was a male newscaster in an amber and green plaid jacket, with the creamy jade skin of a Green Clansman. 
 
    They’re paying him to talk? My inner dragon said: I can do that. 
 
    We don’t have time; too many worlds to save.  We can’t let the Flawless take what’s ours.   
 
    Of course not, thieving bastards! 
 
    I took a swig from my bottle.  The local-brew burn its way down my throat.  I closed my eyes and shuddered delicately.  Made for dragons, the booze had to be at least 180 proof.  Almost as good as Everclear at 190.  Pure ethanol was not possible by the use of distillation.  Too much ethanol boiled away with the water to ever reach 200 proof.  Without magic. 
 
    Hmmm. 
 
    What are you thinking? My inner dragon was being chatty for a change.   
 
    I took another drink as I answered: I’m thinking of inventing liquid suicide.  And of making history on at least three worlds. 
 
    Xan and Red were absorbed in the TV.  I paid attention to see what was going on.  The screen showed a campus where the students waved signs and torches and screeched protests. Most of them wore the silver silk of the Silver Clan. The announcer’s voice reported: “A spontaneous protest has broken out here at Empire University and, as we’ve seen, other sister schools across the continent.”  The screen flashed to several other schools in mid-riot. 
 
    “Spontaneous, my ass,” I said.  “The protests had to have been coordinated so they’d happen at the same time.  And they all have the same signs printed up, the same slogans.”  
 
    Red looked at me, startled.  “You’re saying newsmen lie?” 
 
    I looked at her.  “Like a dirty rug.  I’d hoped for better off Earth.” 
 
    The scenes went away and the newsman returned.  “In all candor, we have to point out the obvious support these students have had, coordinating their message of hate.  With the regime change, it is likely this ‘spontaneous outbreak’ is merely a cheap political ploy.” 
 
    My jaw dropped.  “I can’t believe!  An uncorrupt media.” 
 
    I can be the first to corrupt it. 
 
    “Well, they are just getting started,” Xan pointed out. 
 
    The door opened and Ms. Greene entered.  She hurried over and dipped her head in a bow.  “Your majesty.  I am honored by your presence.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Who wouldn’t be?” 
 
    “Who are your friends?” Ms. Green asked. 
 
    “This is my little sister, the Mighty Xan and that,” I pointed at Red, “Is Red, the Red Centipede Rider, a primal goddess from a hell-dimension I visited once.” 
 
    The reporter smiled at them.  “A pleasure.”  She turned her eyes back to me.  “I didn’t know you had a half-dragon sister.” 
 
    I’d seen the hidden cameras—one of them built into a stuffed bear.  One of its eyes was a camera lens.  There would be a microphone, too. 
 
    Now that I know where it is, I can snatch it later with some shadow magic.  I think I have a use for some spy-gear. 
 
    I knew the interview had already started.  I laid it on thick.  “She’s my cousin Kinsey’s time-traveling child from the future.  Her mom recently married the demon who raised me.  I’m hoping the Golden Clan has moved beyond the soul-crippling prejudice they’ve shown me and will not victimize this child.  She shouldn’t have to suffer as I have from our society.” 
 
    “It’s a miracle you came back to this world to fight for us after all that.” Ms. Greene said. 
 
    “I’m not perfect.  There are a lot of people who will tell you I’m a hot freakin’ mess.  But holding a grudge when my people needed me; well, the senseless waste in lives would have been more appalling than what we did endure.  Even now, as the rebel Silver clan continues to try to murder me, I just want the violence to end so we can rebuild this world and get ready for the next attack.  I don’t know when it’s coming, but the Flawless isn’t done with us.” 
 
    “You want the violence to end?  So, you don’t intend to seek reprisal against those that just tonight tried to kill you and your little sister?” 
 
    “Sure, vengeance would make me feel a helluva lot better, but I’m a king now.  I have to look at the bigger picture; what’s best for my world.” 
 
    I’ll let the Black Clan finish of the Silvers for me.  They’ll like that. 
 
    “Your compassion and understanding go very much against what everyone has always said about you.” 
 
    “People see what they want to.  We all have hidden faces we don’t show.  I want to be the kind of God people love.” 
 
    And fear in their hearts in the dark of the night. 
 
    A red-copper glow filled the room.  I looked over where a portal irised open.  Colt stepped out; troubled-teen Colt, not the nine-year I’d just left behind.  He was tall and lean with arms poking out of a sleeveless black tee shirt.  He wore military camo pants, black boots, and had assorted weapons strapped on.  The expression on his face indicated he was not a happy camper.   
 
    I understood.  The last time I’d left him; I’d had to punch out his lights to get him away from Vivian’s body.  He thought the dhampyr was still dead.  I needed to encourage that belief.  He’d only tear himself up over her newborn revenant state in Kane’s dungeon.  She might still have to be destroyed if she couldn’t handle the bloodlust of a vampire.  And, if she survived, it was her decision to reveal her new nature to Colt—or not.  She might want a new start and we owed it to her.   
 
    Vivian died in my service. 
 
    Ms. Greene gave me a stare with arched eyebrows.  “Is he with you?” 
 
    I stood.  “My son, Colt, an older version from the future.  I’m afraid we’re going to have to end things here.” 
 
    Colt strode toward me, on hand on the hilt of a bowie knife at his side.  “Old Man, I want to talk to you.” 
 
    “Rather heavily armed for a talk I said.” 
 
    “Depending on your answer, I may have to kill you,” he said. 
 
    Ms. Greene backed away to a wall, reaching for an intercom phone. 
 
    “Don’t call security,” I told her.  “We can handle this.” 
 
    Red unslung her massive red-crystal sword and spun into Colt’s path.  He didn’t miss a step, throwing out a front snap kick.  The sole of his boot slammed into the flat of her blade and drove her backward.  I caught her. 
 
    Colt’s foot went down into his next step. 
 
    Then Xan was there.  But she didn’t draw her sword.  She just blocked his path, staring up into his face, her hands at her side. 
 
    He stopped. 
 
    “Don’t do this,” Xan said.  “You’ll regret it in time.” 
 
    Colt stared down into her face.  “He took her body and no one will tell me where she is.  I have the right to bury her, to say goodbye in person.” 
 
    I sneered at such maudlin weakness.  “Grief is an indulgence of the living in their own misery.  It doesn’t help the dead.  You’re a godling.  Stop sniveling like a human.  Grow up, boy.”  I said the last word with a sigh of disappointment that I knew would scar him.   
 
    Well, fine.  I want him to hate me.  That will one day let him get through the dark days to a better place. 
 
    Red gasped at my callousness. 
 
    So did the newswoman. 
 
    Colt glared over Xan’s head, his face a mask of loathing.  His eyes hid behind stars of copper-red power.  Teeth clenched, he gritted out a message to me.  “I will see you dead.” 
 
    “Gotta catch me first.”  The floor turned to liquid shadow.  Red and I dropped into it, into the primal darkness of its own universe.  The TV studio lay several twisty dimensions away.  The darkness here obeyed my will, whisking us past the dreamlands, onto an astral plane.  The air smelled of burnt cinnamon and cumin, tickling my nose.  A sheet of dark green glass lay underfoot, stretching to a far horizon on every side.   There were fifteen-foot pyramid, more of the glass, but they were suspended on tree trunks, gripped by amber limbs.   
 
    A milk-glass spider scuttled away, startled by our appearance though it was easily nine-foot, bobbing on triple-jointed legs that ended in javelin points.  A tac-tac-tack sound accompanied its motion.   
 
    There were two-dimensional windows of golden glass floating high like clouds, but no stars or moons.  Like stray thoughts, slow-motion electrical impulses danced between the clouds and ground, providing a fluctuating, surreal light.   Underfoot, nudging the green glass from its underside, a huge swimming shadow stared up at me with hell-fire red eyes full of awful hunger.   
 
    This dimensional pocket was where I kept my the ugly, tentacled horror I’d been implanted with as a baby.  It had grown as I had.  And I still had to learn how to best use it as a weapon. 
 
    “Where are we?” Red asked. 
 
    “My personal hell.” 
 
    The dark swimming shadow nudged the green glass again, saying hello. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    NINE 
 
      
 
    “Family squabbles should be 
 
    kept at a swords distance.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    “Want to meet my inner monster?” I asked. 
 
    Red shrugged.  “Sure.” 
 
    “If it attacks you, feel free to make sushi.  It probably won’t die.  I have no idea where my father found this thing, but it had to come from a hell-dimension more fucked up than yours.” 
 
    “So, where is it?” 
 
    I pointed down.   
 
    She looked.  And didn’t freak out.  Girls from hell-dimensions are tough.  By the age of five, they’ve seen it all. 
 
    “It’s tied to me, bonded.  My father put that in me as a child.  He envisioned it as a weapon in the far future when the universe would need a final defeat for the Flawless.  Either that or he’s just a sadistic, lying bastard who thought my mom got knocked up by some other guy.” 
 
    “Second-hand revenge, or an ultimate weapon of demonic power.” 
 
    “Hell!  Maybe both,” I said.  “This is why I really am a demon lord.  An honorary position, my ass.  I think the Old Man always knew this was in me.  His training to make me tough in body, mind, and soul—the way he never stopped pushing me…”  I fell silent as understanding finished crystalizing in my head.  “Yeah, he knew.  He also knew he was the best chance for me to survive to develop this thing.  I think I just might owe him an apology for the demon spell I used on him years ago to make him lose his hair.  Thing is, demon lords don’t apologize.  It’s a sign of weakness.  And if the Old Man, he’d kill me.” 
 
    “Even though Kinsey is apparently into bald, muscular giants with blue skin?”  
 
    “She may not consider that his best feature.  She did get knocked up on the honeymoon.” 
 
    “You could just do something nice for the Old Man to make it up to him.” 
 
    “He knows me.  He’d suspect I was up to something and probably lock me out of the clan House—again.  Do you want to know how many times I was kicked out into the street as a teenager so I’d ‘learn a lesson’?  Once he tied me up in adamantium chains, put me in a box, and mailed me to Nicaragua.” 
 
    “Is that another hell-dimension?” 
 
    “Pretty close,” I told her. “The land of lakes and volcanoes.  Starbucks sells their coffee.  And you can get cassava there.” 
 
    “Some kind of fish?” 
 
    “No, the main ingredient for tapioca pudding.  We owe a large debt to Nicaragua now that I think about it.” 
 
    Red pointed down at the green glass barrier that separated us from my pet monster.  “What’s its name?” 
 
    “It doesn’t have one.” 
 
    “There’s your problem.”  Red knelt on the glass and placed a palm on the glass.   
 
    The buried shadow shifted those bright red eyes to study her.  It pressed more of its, shadow substance against the glass, flattening out.  Its mouth opened.  Black teeth scraped the glass.  I was reminded of the way a cat watches a bird outside a window; chittering softly, gnashing teeth as the feline practices its death strike.  Cat’s need to be fast or small prey can slash their faces while trying to escape.  Death must come with no chance of retaliation. 
 
    “My problem?” I asked. 
 
    “Without a name, it doesn’t know it is claimed, only captured.  It doesn’t feel accepted.  And by not naming it, you leave it magically undefined.” 
 
    “Undefined?  It’s a living shadow thing.  Undefined goes with the territory.” 
 
    “You’ve studied magic.  You know what I mean.”  She gave me a sharp glare.  “You’re not as stupid as you pretend.” 
 
    “If it comes to it, neither are you.” 
 
    She smiled brightly.  “Thanks.” 
 
    There was a series of soft pops.  The underside of the glass showed fresh webbing.  The cracks spread.  I grabbed her arm and dragged her back.   
 
    “We need distance.  The monster’s breaking out of its pen.” 
 
    For all her compassion and understanding of things inhuman, Red wasted no time drawing her red-crystal sword, brandishing it with vigor. 
 
    The red-eyed shadow sank from view.  Seconds passed.  Then it splattered itself violently against the underside of the glass barrier.  The cracks widened.  The glass trembled, vibrating with a soft synth sound.  The shadow beast sank from sight again.  We waited.  It hit the glass again, doing more damage. 
 
    “Do you want to leave?” Red asked.  
 
    I thought about it.  The creature never seemed to want to hurt me, though the last time it got loose on Earth, it nearly gobbled up Gloria.   The vampire princess was still a little pissed about that.  Apparently, shooting a double-load from my divine cock was enough to break my control and let the shadow beast find me.  This did not bode well for my honeymoon with Gloria. 
 
    I sighed.  “No.  You’re right.  I’ve been handing this all wrong.  I made the mess; I should clean it up—though that does go against my better nature.” 
 
    The shadow hit the glass again.  Shards rotated, lifting edges into the air.  Several fragments sank.  Gaps were exposed.  The creature reached through the breaks.  Its tentacles swept away the small stuff.  Its main mass broke the surface.  It surged up and sloughed across glass islands, heading for solid ground.   
 
    Heading for us. 
 
    “Your monster,” Red said.  “You can go first.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Awful decent of you.”    
 
    The black mass humped up and stared at me with red eyes as I walked straight toward.  I didn’t draw a weapon or summon one.  I am a shadowmancer.  I am a weapon.  What I raised was my voice. 
 
    “We are one.  As I am fey, so are you.  And by the Law of Three, I bind you; I name you and claim you as my child.” 
 
    Baring teeth at me, it’s hate-filled eyes narrowed.  It seemed to understand my words though it didn’t use any.  It stilled, quivering.  Its eyes opened wider.  I stopped within reaches of its tentacles, but it didn’t attack.   
 
    “You are Lilja, I have named you once.  You are Lilja, I name you twice…”  Flowing off my skin, rune shaped shadows slid across the glass, climbing the shadow beast, sinking into it.  A violent glow slithered across its surface.  It screamed in pain—which was to be expected.  Birth and pain go together like ham and eggs. 
 
    It picked me up with two tentacles and tried to constrict me.  I could have gone intangible but that was just another way to run.  No running.  I drew a metaphysical line in the sand, uh, on the glass.  I formed iron-hard armor out of my own darkness.  This kept my head from popping off my body as the monster wanted. 
 
    “You are Lilja, my Lily, thrice named—mine!”  
 
    It screamed as violet light shredded its substance.  I looked away as tar-like globs of shadow beast were blasted everywhere.  I looked back at a small mound of sludge that was burning with regular flames.  The tentacles holding me lost tension, no longer connected to anything.  They slumped, losing shape, flattening to the ground to become two-dimensional smudges. 
 
    Red walked up to me.  “Lily?  Are you trying to be ironically funny?” 
 
    “You think it’s a stretch?”   
 
    My armor softened to simple shadow.  It made walking easier as I approached what was left of my monster.  A small figure stirred as I knelt beside it.  
 
    Her.  Not it.  The naming has defined you and set your parameters. 
 
    “What exactly did you do?” Red stared down.  “That Law of Three…”   
 
    “When I became fey, my words took on power.  To bond with Fairy’s pure magic, I can no longer lie.  A lie voids the magic and strips it from the lying fey.  As long as fey speak only the truth—the truth spoken becomes magical fact, its quality depending on how much power the fey in question commands.  By the Law of Three, a command of power binds and transforms if uttered three times.  Sure, a fey can evade the truth, and lead others to misunderstand.  But once a human—or anyone else—has asked the same question three times, a fey must answer honestly with no hedging.  The Power of Three is a two-edged sword.”  I looked over my shoulder at Red.  She still had her sword out.  “You won’t need that anymore.” 
 
    Hesitantly, she sheathed her sword down her back sheath.  It always seemed to me to require too much work to wear a sword that way.  I much preferred to magically summon my blades to hand, ready to go and later, to clear my hands the same way. 
 
    I reached out, my hands lighting up with the imperil gold of my dragon magic.  I snagged an arm and shoulder and pulled Lilja closer.  She was limp, head hanging, a teenage girl, thirteen, maybe fourteen biologically.  Her shallow chest rose and fell with breath—a whole new experience for her.   
 
    I’d ripped away the senses she’d had before, her very nature had altered, a more fundamental shift than a vampire or shifter makes when abandoning humanity.  Such a total conversion came easier here among the astral planes where the so-called natural laws didn’t act as limiters. 
 
    Having transformed her into an organic battery, I placed magic in her, charging her up.  The darkness on her was repelled, dissolving midair. The black film on her skin cracked, flaking, and lifting as the glow of my hands sank into her flesh.   
 
    Like a dove’s cry, a weak moan escaped her.  I held her in my arms, letting my body heat warm her. Medium-length white hair draped down her back.  Her skin was albino.  I’d forgotten to specify skin tone so, the magic I’d used chose on its own.  She pushed, struggling, not yet aware of just how different she was.  I didn’t let her pull away.  There was no way in hell I was going to chase a panicked newborn across the planes of thought.  Too much work. 
 
    I tightened my hold and murmured soothingly to her, the way I would have to a much younger child possessed by fear.  “It’s all right, Lilja.  You’re safe.” 
 
    For the moment. 
 
    The stiffness took a while to bleed out of her.  Her head lifted.  White hair swung away from a fragile face with perfect skin.  Her eyes were pools of red crystal with shadows on the bottom.   
 
    I smiled.  “You act like you’ve never seen your father before.” 
 
    Her fingers lifted and pressed to my lips as she sought understanding.  “Fa…ther…” 
 
    I’d wanted her able to speak so I’d poured a fey translation spell into her mind that automatically turned the words she heard into understandable concepts.  I’d also given her my own vocabulary though it might take her time to process the rich abundance of words—most of them profane. 
 
    It is good to be a literate god. 
 
    “Hah!  Found you!”  It was Colt’s adult voice. 
 
    Red came forward to stand at my side.  She turned to face away, to face Colt.   
 
    Lilja had jolted at the harshness in Colt’s voice.   
 
    I muttered a song, chanting nonsense since I had no real singing voice.  Somethings were beyond even me; the devil’s way of keeping me humble.  “Easy little monster, don’t you cry. Papa will stuff you with pizza pie.  If you choke, you’re outta luck, you’ll come back to life as a yellow duck.”  Not highbrow poetry, I know, but as good as a lullaby about kids falling out of trees—cradles and all. 
 
    Colt growled at Red.  “You again.  You need to stop getting in my way.” 
 
    “You’re scaring the child,” Red said. 
 
    “Caine!  Stop hiding behind your whores!” 
 
    Oh, my.  I think you just crossed a line.    
 
    “Now I’m pissed,” Red said. 
 
    See?  I told you so. 
 
    I yelled, “Any son of mine ought to be able to tell the difference between a virgin and a whore.  And you don’t get to call me by name; it’s Dad, remember?” 
 
    “You’re no father of mine.  Just tell me where Vivian’s body is and I’m gone—for good.  Forever.  As in you’ll never see me again.” 
 
    “I understood you the first time,” I said.  “Look, Colt, crying over a corpse isn’t going to make you feel any better.  You should do what I do; go out and find something to kill.  That always works.” 
 
    There was a long-strained silence as he thought about.  Then he spoke to Red.  “You really need to move because I am going to curb-stomp his ass and you’re not going to stop me.” 
 
    Lilja was clawing at me, pressing in. 
 
    I thought it strange a former violent monster would be afraid of violence.  But then again, the monster had been as old as me, mature, sorta.  Lilja was a newborn, starting from scratch.   
 
    “Colt,” I said.  “This is Lilja.  She’s just born and you’re not helping.  Try to have a little compassion, will ya?  Do you really want to be as big a jerk as I am?” 
 
    “Lilja!”  Colt spoke the name with recognition.   Coming from the future, he ought to know her.  “That’s right, you shaped her right after Dragon Fall.” 
 
    “I guess I’m right on schedule then.” 
 
    “Are you going to behave, now?” Red asked. 
 
    “What’s it to you, Red?  This is family business anyway.”  Colt raised his voice.  “Dad, listen, you’ll save us all a lot of pain and anguish if you’ll just kill her now.” 
 
    “Red?  I’m not going to kill Red.  I haven’t slept with her yet.” 
 
     “I’m talking about Lilja.  She’s just a bio-weapon that got stuck in you.  She’s not family.  There are some really dark things ahead of us if you don’t stop it early.” 
 
    “It’s not an it,” Red said.  “That’s your new sister.  We can’t all help where we come from or the forces that shape us.  You should have a little compassion.” 
 
    “No, in the future, I’ve been down this road.  Trust me.  She needs to die,” Colt said.  I heard a sound like a machete drawn from a sheath.  There was a shorter sound as well: a knife being drawn. 
 
    Lilja trembled in my arms.  It took me a moment to realize this wasn’t fear.  She was laughing.   “Poor big brother doesn’t know where they put the body.  I suppose a dead girlfriend is better than none at all.” 
 
    I was amazed.  Whole—vicious—sentences already.  What a piece of work! 
 
    Lilja lifted her face to me.  Her red-crystal eyes danced with malice.  She smiled, flashing jagged teeth.  She whispered to me.  “Kill him and end his suffering.  You’ve got me now; he’s just wasted space.  I know!  It’s my birthday; we can get a dog; something just as big and stupid.” 
 
    I smiled and ruffled her snow-white hair.  “Ah, it’s so cute!” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TEN 
 
      
 
    “When I want someone  
 
    suffering, I offer them hope.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Colt sighed.  “I hate it when I’m the only one who knows the right thing to do.  Okay, official notice: I’m done talking.”  Using dragon strength and speed, he leaped over Red and her long-assed sword.  Considering where she could have stuck that thing, it was courageous on his part.   
 
    Holding Lilja, I sank us under the green glass joining the darkness held at bay.  She gripped me tightly as I pulled her along, underneath Red’s feet, resurfacing where Colt had been.  I was there before he landed, my route shorter.  Rising to my feet, lifted by a divine thought, I pulled Lilja up and balanced her while she got used to standing.  Darkness flowed from my hands and a lacy black dress formed, hiding trembling legs with pretty ruffles. 
 
    “It’s okay to be weak,” I told her.  “But not to show it.  That invites attack.” 
 
    She straightened, her face becoming a polished mask as she hid her strain.  “Yes, father.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Good girl.” 
 
    “I’m…good?” she asked. 
 
    “If I’m any judge.  But there are more important things to know: to listen and obey earns you my love and protection.” 
 
    Red’s sword and Colt’s weapon clashed.  Red was still getting in his way.  I think she saw a little of her younger self in Lilja. 
 
    “Fuck!” Colt shouted.  “You’re corrupting her already!” 
 
    “What’s your point?” I asked.  “It’s what I do.  And I’m telling your mother you used a dirty word.” 
 
    A strangled girrrr escaped Colt’s throat.  “Sometimes, I wish someone had killed you before I was born.”   
 
    The clashing of swords continued.  Colt was good at multi-tasking.  Red stayed quiet, fighting in focused silence that told me she was going to win.  I could see it in her sword work as well.  With several disengages, she was leading Colt more and more off-line and unbalanced.  The fact that her armored tits were bouncing around distractingly—that she was a hot woman, and Colt liked hot, older woman—wasn’t helping him any.  Vivian might still obsess his heart, but he still had the hormones of a teenager. 
 
    “What?” I asked.  “Not going to shoot death-beams from your eyes or breathe fire?  I’m embarrassed; you’re throwing the fight.” 
 
    “Shut your yapping pie-hole, Old Man,” Colt said. 
 
    Yapping pie-hole? 
 
    Red planted a fist in Colt’s face that dropped him on his ass. 
 
    “Still too soft.”  I sighed.  “You don’t win fights that way, boy.” 
 
    Colt’s machete slashed. 
 
    Red jumped in the air, letting it pass under her feet.  She landed and bounced the flat of her sword off his hard head.   
 
    Colt yelped.  “Take me seriously, dammit!” 
 
    “Don’t cuss in front of your sister,” I covered her ears for a moment.  “She’ll pick up your bad habits.” 
 
    The glare he shot me would have melted steel. 
 
    I smiled.  “Tell you what; beat Red with pure swordsmanship and I’ll tell you where Vivian’s remains are.  That’s fair, right?” 
 
    “Works for me,” Red said.  “I’m barely getting warmed up here.” 
 
    Lilja shouted encouragement to Red.  “Chop off his head.  He’ll look better that way.” 
 
    “Oh, my son, you have not made a very good first impression on your sister.” 
 
    He jumped to his feet; eyes of red-copper fire blazing ever hotter.  “That thing…is not my sister.” 
 
    “That’s a hurtful thing to say,” I chided.  I draped an arm over Lilja’s shoulders and murmured to her.  “He’s being a butt-head.” 
 
    She giggled at that.  “Butt-head.” 
 
    Colt’s weapons vanished from his hands.  In their place, his demon sword appeared: a bar of black steel awash with demonic red light.  From a distance, I could feel the killing intent of the soul-eating blade. 
 
    Now he’s serious. 
 
    Red stayed with her choice of weapon.  True, most two-handed broadswords are two and a half pounds, not eighty, but she had divine strength and the six-inch-wide blade didn’t seem to slow her any.  Nor did the threat of having her soul devoured.  Of course, with that sword, she had a lot of reach on him.  Red was a power-fighter, little finesse.  In her home-dimension, she normally fought huge hulking monsters.  A little sword and refined movements wouldn’t have gotten her far.  Colt was going to have to wear her out or get very tricky. 
 
    I was a little concerned about the antagonism between Colt and Lilja.  Lilja was still a monster at heart.  If Colt wasn’t careful, he’d make an enemy here that eats her opposition.  I needed Lilja to understand that families fight, they don’t kill each other.   
 
    I told her, “Let’s hope butt-head doesn’t get himself killed.” 
 
    Lilja looked at me with confusion clouding her expression.  “No?” 
 
    “Well, sure, killing things is hella-fun, but then the torment ends.  The fun goes away.  You gotta go out and pick another fight.  It’s better to leave one’s loved ones alive and humiliated.  Then you get to rub salt in the wounds for years and years.” 
 
    “Oh, good!” Lilja said. 
 
    “You guys are both sick puppies,” Colt grunted out, taking Red’s sword on the thicker back of his katana, sliding it away from his head.  “Why couldn’t I have been adopted?  My life would be so easier.” 
 
    There was a blur of exchanges, a lot of scraping by the swords.  They were moving away.  I guided Lilja along, keeping pace so we could watch.  Colt avoided a slash across his ribs by vaulting, doing a layover on Red’s swords like it was a track-and-field event.  Landing he ducked in low and stabbed.  Red jumped back, spinning so her sword came back around for another slash that forced Colt back again. 
 
    “I’d rethink the chainmail bikini,” Colt told her.  “I think I see a little flab.  Too much soft living lately at Kane’s?” 
 
    Damn!  He went there.  She’ll kill him for sure now or die trying. 
 
    Red gritted her teeth.  Fire flashed in her eyes.  Her voice went basement dep.  “Flab?  Flab!  I see ugly flab above your neck, but don’t worry; it won’t be there long.” 
 
    That’s when I noticed the white spiders coming in from all directions.  There isn’t just one astral plane.  There is a countless number, each one a specific resonance to a state of mind, a frequency of emotion both human and alien.  The plains are the natural barrier between the realm of Nightmare and the Dream Lands.  Many creatures from the nightmare dark come to hunt on the plains.  Some even get as far as the Dream Lands.  Most don’t because they find a band that resonates with their own nature, one that nourishes them.   
 
    The shadow beast I’d kept here had drawn them, but they couldn’t reach it to feast.  That rich dark hate of Lilja’s had shifted frequencies with her rebirth.  But the battle fury of Colt and Red was close enough to act as a similar draw.   
 
    “Uh, guys,” I called out.  “We’ve got company.” 
 
    They disengaged long enough to look around and waves of white spiders ringing us all, softly chittering to themselves, each of their head dotted with electric-blue eyes. 
 
    “What did you do now?” Colt asked me. 
 
    “Why is it always my fault?” I asked. 
 
    “When isn’t it?” Colt asked. 
 
    “Let’s get back to this later,” Red said.  “Monsters take priority.”  She ran toward one side of the ring, sword raised, poised to strike. 
 
    Colt took another section, his demon sword a red and black blur as he ran. 
 
    I pushed Lilja toward the closest floating windows of golden glass.  True, they were dribbling slow-motion shimmers of electrical fire, but with my golden dragon magic inside her, I figure Lilja wouldn’t be bothered.  There was even a good chance the energy under there would strengthen her considerably. 
 
    “Stay under the windows,” I told her.  “The spiders don’t seem to like it there much.”  I noticed they avoided that area even now, and that rim of their encampment was thinning as the golden panes rifted closer.  Reaching up to possess the dark sky, I used it to hurry the windows closer, curious to see what the slow electrical fire would do to spider. 
 
    I summoned my straight katana, wrapping the sword in shadow magic, wreathing it in golden lightning. 
 
    Getting under the protection of a window, backlit by blue sparkles, Lilja turned to look back at me.  Her eyes widened, watching the weapon I held.  It seemed to fascinate her.  “You stay there.  I’ll come to get you when it’s safe.” 
 
    The albino spiders gave up on a stealthy approach.  They broke up into three clumps; one for me, Colt, and Red.  Lilja—they completely ignored now that her flavor had changed.  I lost track of everything else except killing spiders.  Though resembling organics, when the energy rolling off my sword touched them, they shattered like glass figurines, the pieces falling to lie in pools of pale jade ichors.  Skulls broke open.  Blue eyeballs went rolling like marbles. 
 
    I hacked and slashed and ran until there was nothing left to kill.  I stood there, not even out of breath, surveying the destruction with indifference.  Nothing at stake, nothing to win, driven only by necessity: this was a chore, nothing more.  Once you’ve fought to save an entire planet, this kind of thing went beyond boring. 
 
    I looked down as several blue marbles bumped my feet.  The eyeballs bounced away and unfolded like origami sculptures unhappy with their shapes.  They became tiny spiders that scuttled off in fear to hide. 
 
    “Yeah, you better run!” 
 
    I walked back toward Lilja, looking for Red and Colt as I went.  They were gone.  But they seemed to have killed off their share of the glass spiders first. 
 
    Colt portalled her away, separating us.  Hopefully, he won’t just drop her in some nameless hell-dimension.  I’d hate to get stuck with her giant centipede.  Though I could always bring it here.  It might like eating spiders.  The thing to do was to get Lilja and me out of here before Colt came back.   The question was; where to go? 
 
    I reached Lilja.  She stood in a pool of blue fire that crept slowly up her legs, spreading branches over her torso, sinking into her body.  Her eyes had been red.  With the electric-blue seeping into her, her eyes had gone purple.  How she lived, what she actually was, remained a mystery that I needed to solve.  I smiled at the obvious answer of where to take her.   
 
    Reaching out, I showed her my empty hand.   
 
    Lilja studied it a moment then put her hand over mine.  I closed my fingers and holding contact, retreated into a dark disk of shadow that seeped out of my back, forming a shadow portal edged with golden fire.  She followed me inside.  I closed the portal, sealing us away from all realities.  I pulled her along the conduit and punched out the other end.  Pulling her close, I turned and walked beside her, one hand at the small of her back.  We left the portal and I closed it with a thought. 
 
    Around us was a black stone fortress with red stained-glass windows.  Dark floors had crimson runners on them like broad streaks of blood.  We stood near the bottom landing of a wide staircase that went up and around, out of sight.  To the right, open double doors led into the Billiard Room.  I walked down the hall with Lilja to the library.  Things often moved around on their own, but as long as I thought about what I wanted to find, the mansion cooperated.  We entered.  Plush couches and wingback chairs waited to be used.  Every bit of wall space was devoted to shelving.  Since my last visit, the fireplace had been removed and a wet bar put in.   
 
    In the center of the room was a five-foot disk of stone flooring.  Sitting on that spot was a mechanical dragon with yellow crystal eyes.  As we approached, its hinged body lifted from slumber.  It sat back, tail-tip flicking.  Its head wagged on a long neck.  Its mouth opened and tufts of flame fluttered up out of its nostrils in greeting. 
 
    I came up beside Lilja.  She stared, as dumbfounded as I was.  
 
    I looked at her.  “Cigarette lighter maybe?” 
 
    Lilja didn’t venture a guess.  I noticed her eyes were red-crystal pools once more. 
 
    “Caine, you’re back!”  It was Selene’s voice behind me.  “And you’ve brought me an underage whore!  How thoughtful.” 
 
    I turned Lilja around.  “No, dear.  This is our new daughter, Lilja.  She was just born from the primal darkness I’ve been carrying around since a baby.  What she’s become, I don’t know.  I want you to find out—without hurting or damaging her.  One should always treat a weapon well that you intend to use.” 
 
    Wearing a crimson housecoat with a tightly cinched waist, Selene swept closer.  “You could have asked before dragging her home.  I know you.  You’re going to stick me with house-breaking her, to say nothing of feeding and walking her.” 
 
    I hooked a thumb to point over my shoulder at the dragonoid construct.  “Did you ask me about that?  Besides, one of your future selves should have prepared you for this with advance warning.” 
 
    “That’s my fondue maker.  There wasn’t room in the kitchen for it.  I bought it in the Underground.  And strangely, none of my future selves have mentioned this event.” 
 
    “Damn.  That means the timeline’s shifted big time.” 
 
    “Apparently so.  I’ll have to check this out,” Selene said. 
 
    “She needs socializing.  Colt’s already alienated her.  And since her entire corporeal form has altered, she could be capable of anything.  Who better than you to find out?  You’re the genius in the family.” 
 
    Selene looked thoughtful as she circled Lilja, inspecting her from every side.  How did a shadow monster turn into a young adolescent girl with porcelain skin and white hair?” 
 
    “My fey magic bound her to me by the Law of Three.  I imputed some basic programming but didn’t try to do too much, letting the magic have free expression.” 
 
    Orbiting Lilja, Selene returned to me.  We locked gazes.  “There’s no way you didn’t badly fuck something up somewhere here.  I’d better give her a physical examination,” Selene said. 
 
    “Be gentle,” I said.  “I want her to like being here.  No biopsies with chainsaws.” 
 
    “I only did that once, years ago,” Selene said. 
 
    Lilja looked at me, her brow furrowing in concern. 
 
    I forced a happy smile.  “This is Mama.  Your new mother.”   
 
    Selene reached out to touch Lilja’s shoulder. 
 
    Lilja flinched and flung herself against me, arms wrapping around my ribs.   
 
    I looked at Selene.  “Her birth on the astral plane was very traumatic, as I mentioned.  You should try winning her trust first.  Maybe a doll or stuffed toy…” 
 
    “You mentioned Colt.  What did he do and where is he?” 
 
    “It was the older version from the future, the one who just lost Vivian.  He was trying to find out where she is.  Unfortunately, I don’t have a grave I can show him.” 
 
    “We’ll dig one outback,” Selene said. 
 
    “An empty grave won’t fool him,” I said. 
 
    “It won’t be empty.  I have tissue samples of all our allies.  I’ll just magically clone something up and bury it.  Meanwhile…”  Selene held out a hand.  Crimson light shimmered, painting the library. 
 
    Lilja squeezed me harder. 
 
    “Meanwhile what?” I asked. 
 
    “Your doll.”  The light in Selene’s hand coalesced into a nine-inch doll with a black, frilly dress and white skin.  Its eyes were crimson, so were its sneakers.  Selene moved round to my side to show Lilja.   
 
    Selene crooned.  “Looksee, baby!  Isn’t she cute?” 
 
    “It’s all right,” I murmured.  “Take a look.” 
 
    Lilja’s head moved.  Her eyes sought out the doll. 
 
    “Want it?” Selene asked.  “You can have it.  You can have anything you want.  Just ask mama.” 
 
    “Mama,” Lilja echoed the word.  She reached out, hesitating a moment, then snatched the doll.  When no one yelled and got mad, she relaxed.” 
 
    “It’s a start,” I said.  “Now what?” 
 
    Selene nodded to herself.  “Fondue, obviously.  There’s nothing better for winning over a child than food that’s meant to be played with.  You two stay here.  I have to get bread and skewers and some brie to load up the dragon.” 
 
    Selene danced away, humming softly out of key as she went. 
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    “Reality is a bitch waiting to  
 
    pounce—not in a good way.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Alone with Lilja, I was able to untangle her and back her to a loveseat.  I pushed her down with a firm command.  “Sit.  That’s a good girl.”  I sat next to her as she clutched the doll she’d been given.  “That’s a nice doll Mama gave you.” 
 
    “Doll.”  She echoed the word, lifting the doll to stare at it.  She didn’t seem to know what to do with it.  At least she wasn’t biting the head off.   
 
    “It’s an imaginary person.  You play games with it.  Treat it like its real.  Have tea parties.  Everyone needs a lackey.”  Somehow, I didn’t think I was helping.  She had all the words in her heads but needed context for the language and to know what was expected of her.  “I have an idea.  We need to get you some girls to hang out with who can model behavior for you.” 
 
    Someone durable, tough, in case you suddenly have a psychotic break with reality or cravings for fresh livers.  No telling how stable you are. 
 
    Before I could act on that thought, a copper-red light flooded the room.  Colt came out of his portal—the younger version that didn’t yet hate my guts—and approached with Zahra a step behind.  The portal collapsed in on itself and dwindled to a star-point that guttered out.  Colt smiled at me, his eyes sliding to Lilja.  “Hi, Dad.  Who’s this?” 
 
    “This is your new sister, Lilja.”  I slanted her a look.  “Say hi to your big brother.” 
 
    She smiled and threw the doll at him, discovering a use for it.  “Hi, Butthead.” 
 
    Colt just sighed and shot me a cross look.  “I suppose you taught her that.” 
 
    “Believe it or not, you taught her to hate you.” 
 
    His eyes widened.  “Huh?  Why would I do that?” 
 
    “An older you,” I said.  “Pull up some floor and have a seat.  Your mom’s making fondue.” 
 
    Colt glanced at the mechanical dragon.  “That’s what I was afraid of.  Last time she used it, the thing pooped cheese and I had to clean it up.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Zahra said.  “She’ll get it right this time.  Maybe.  At least she does in most of the alternate futures I see.  Nothing is set until it’s in the past.”  Zahra was a seer, but that didn’t mean she saw everything clearly.   
 
    Colt stepped over to grab some cushions and bring them, depositing them on the floor.  He picked up the doll and handed it back.  He sat and Zahra joined him on the floor.  Zahra reached for the fallen door but stopped short.  She looked up at Lilja’s stormy face.  “I’m not taking it.  I know it’s yours.  I’m giving her back to you.”  Zahra scooped up the doll and walked on her knees to return it.  Lilja snatched it back. 
 
    “Say ‘thank you,’ Lilja,” I told her. 
 
    Lilja looked at me.  “Thank you, Lilja.” 
 
    I caught Zahra’s gaze.  “Lilja is a newborn.  Her physical maturity is way ahead of her emotional growth.  Teach her what’s appropriate and be patient, please.” 
 
    So I don’t have to bother. 
 
    Colt lifted his eyebrows.  “Newborn, huh?  Who’s her mom?” 
 
    Selene bustled into the room with her arms loaded and headed straight for the mechanical dragon. 
 
    Lilja pointed at her.  “Mama!” 
 
    Colt gave me a considering look.  “Really?” 
 
    “Well, she is now.” 
 
    Selene smiled at Lilja.  “Doing better now, honey?” 
 
    “Better.”  Lilja held her doll in a death-grip. 
 
    I picked up the story for them, beginning from the news station, detailing past events on the astral plane before coming here.” 
 
    “So actually,” Zahra said, “she’s a part of you that’s apart from you—your feminine side?” 
 
    Colt choked on a laugh. 
 
    I glared at him.  “What’s so funny, butthead?”  
 
    He straightened his face, making it bland.  “Nothing. 
 
    “Don’t laugh at Daddy!”  Lilja threw her doll. 
 
    It would have bounced off his head but Zahra plucked it out of the air.  She gave Lilja a stern glower.  “If you want this again back, no more throwing.” 
 
    Tinkering with a control panel on the dragon’s chest, Selene called to us.  “Children, behave.  Don’t make me come over there.” 
 
    I leaned into Lilja and gave her some good advice.  “You can get away with murder if you look like you’re going to cry, and say ‘sorry’.” 
 
    Lilja stared at Zahra and blinked really fast.  “Sorry.” 
 
    Zahra glared at me.  “You’re right.  This should definitely not be left up to you.” 
 
    That’s the beauty of incompetence; people stop expecting you to do things.  It makes life easier. 
 
    “Now we just need Xan here,” I said. 
 
    “I called her,” Selene said.  “She was rather distraught that you ran off and left her.  And she seemed quite intrigued by the whole concept of fondue.” 
 
    You two are definitely kindred spirits. 
 
    A blue-violet flash of light filled the room as a new portal opened.  “That will be her,” Selene said.   
 
    A disk of light formed.  The center darkened, becoming a tunnel from elsewhere.  Xan stepped out.  Her portal closed behind her as she posed heroically.  When no one clapped at her presence, she crossed the room to join us.  “I’m mighty, you know.  You shouldn’t have abandoned me.  I’m useful.” 
 
    “Oh, good,” Selene said.  “We’ll put you on the roaster for babysitting duty.” 
 
    “I don’t need a sitter,” Colt said.  “I’m a god-in-training.” 
 
    “For Lilja,” I said.  “She’s going to need exposure to a humanizing influence.” 
 
    “That leaves me out,” Xan said.  “I’m demon and dragon.” 
 
    “And proud of it,” Colt muttered. 
 
    Zahra smacked his arm.  “Be nice.  You work with her, remember?” 
 
    “How can I forget?  She throws herself sword first at every problem.” 
 
    “We all have different strengths,” Zahra said.  “I have heightened cat senses and see the future.  You’re eye-candy, and Xan kills things.  I think it works out pretty well.” 
 
    “I thought I was the eye candy.”  Xan stomped over to the loveseat, heat in her gaze as she visually measured the very little distance between me and Lilja.” 
 
    Lilja stared at Xan, finally lifting a finger to point at her face.  “Blue!” 
 
    “That’s Xan, the Mighty!” I said.  “Xan, this is Lilja.  She’s your new sister.” 
 
    “Sister?”  Xan stared at me with narrowed eyes.  “Just can’t keep it in your pants, can you?  Who’s the mom?” 
 
    Colt grinned maliciously at me.  “Shall I tell her?” 
 
    “Go help your mother with the poopy dragon,” I said. 
 
    He frowned at me.  “Killjoy.”  And went with Zahra following.   
 
    Xan plopped down on their abandoned cushions.  Her stare bored into me.  “Okay, spill.” 
 
    “Short version, then.  I’m getting tired of telling this.  Maybe I need to have a tee-shirt made up saying: I pulled out my inner demon and it turned into a girl.” 
 
    Xan’s eyes widened.  She looked at Lilja.  “So that’s also you?” 
 
    “Not an original part, but yeah, something like that.” 
 
    “Can I have her?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “She’ll be there when you’re not—reminding me of you.  And I don’t have a pet.” 
 
    “I doubt your mother will say yes, and—yes—you’d have to ask her first.” 
 
    “Well that sucks,” Xan said. 
 
    “Of course, if you become friends, and don’t remember to tell your mom what Lilja is, you can probably have slumber parties together.  Your mom will ask who Lilja’s parents are and will want contact information.” 
 
    “Hmmm.”  Xan slanted a glance across the room at Zahra. 
 
    Without returning the look, Zahra yelled.   “No, you can’t use my parents for cover.  Cat and Josh trust me.” 
 
    “I’ll help you with your homework,” Xan promised. 
 
    “I’m trying to pass my classes,” Zahra said. 
 
    “I’ll save your life at least twice,” Xan said. 
 
    “That goes without saying; we’re both in the Legion of Five,” Zahra said. 
 
    “I’ll let you use my sword,” Xan offered. 
 
    Zahra took a while, thinking it over.  “I’ll pass.” 
 
    “I’ll throw you the world’s best bachelorette party before you marry Colt.” 
 
    Colt’s head snapped up.  “Who says I’m getting married?” 
 
    Zahra stared at him, no expression on her face.  “It has to happen.  I have already foreseen it.” 
 
    “So, is it a deal?” Xan asked. 
 
    “It’s working!” Selene yelled.  “The cheese is heating and not spraying out its butt.” 
 
    “Selene, my lethal rose…?” I asked. 
 
    She looked at me, a huge smile on her face.  “Yes, beloved?” 
 
    “Just when did you become so fond of fondue?” I asked. 
 
    Sitting near the dragon, she cut little squares of sourdough on a silver platter.  Also, the tray held a handful of little silver skewers with ringed bases.  She held up her rather large knife as if stabbing a cherub in the butt.  “If I buy ten wheels of cheese, the tenth one is free.” 
 
    “We might get unfond of fondue by then,” I said. 
 
    “Then we’ll have mac-and-cheese,” she said. 
 
    “That’s better with tuna mixed in,” Zahra said.  “And baked in an oven with a top layer of crumbled crackers.  Mom makes it really good that way.” 
 
    Colt looked at her.  “Maybe you can have me over the next time she makes it.” 
 
    Zahra’s mouth fell open as she stared.  I don’t think her seer vision had seen that coming.  “Oh, yeah, sure.”  A smile appeared as her shock dissolved. 
 
    A lot of happiness piling up underfoot.  I better check the horizon for dark clouds.  They’ve got to be on the way.  I just don’t get to have happy; it’s not how my universe works. 
 
    A star-point ignited near the doorway.  The tiny star swelled, becoming a red-copper portal disk hanging in the air.  I looked over at Colt.  He stared at the portal, a look of confusion on his face. 
 
    Oh, hell!  We’ve got incoming. 
 
    “Battle stations!” I yelled.  Warming a magic glyph on my torso, I summoned a pair of semi-automatic Storm Px4s to hand.  I shot a pained glance toward Young Colt.  “Sorry, kid, but I don’t think you’re going to reach your seventeenth birthday.” 
 
    Young Colt glowered back at me.  “You had better be joking, or I’ll take you out now—and mourn later.” 
 
    “But your older self has flipped to the Dark Side. They have chocolate-chip cookies.   What choice do we have?” 
 
    “The power of love and friendship will save him,” Zahra said. 
 
    “And the power of fondue,” Selene added. 
 
    Xan was on her feet, her sword in hand as she faced the portal.  Its core darkened, opening.  Teenage Colt stumbled out, facing backward.  He was driven toward us by a red crystal sword wreathed with red fire.  The Red Centipede Rider—without the centipede—chased Older Colt with murder in her eyes.  She looked fresh as a valentine rose though she’d been fighting Older Colt across who knew how many realities since I’d left her.   
 
    Colt’s demon sword wasn’t having much luck against the unrelenting attack.  The sound of magic crystal clashing with demon steel made a deafening din.   
 
     “Both versions are hot,” Zahra said. 
 
    Younger Colt stared at my guns.  “Put those away.  I said no killing.” 
 
    Selene sighed.  “This is what happens when a girlfriend dies saving a planet of dragons and then gets buried in an unknown mass grave due to clerical error.”  She stood and faced me, pointing aggressively with her knife.  “You should have just told him the truth.”  There was a slight smile at the corner of her lips that told me she knew exactly how unfair her lie was.  I aimed a gun her way and let her see my dead-black, pitiless stare. 
 
    “You know this moment is necessary,” she said.  “Take it like a man.” 
 
    Bitch.   
 
    I growled softly in my throat.  If I could have lied to Colt to ease his pain over Vivian, I would have.  But as a fey king, I can’t lie.  It’s why Selene did it for me.  But I could have done without her painting me as an insensitive, tormenting father. 
 
    She wants to be the one looking good and doesn’t care if I get thrown to the young wolf. 
 
    Hearing her, teen Colt stepped back, disengaging from Red’s sword.  He turned to face us all.   
 
    Fortunately, Red didn’t lop off his head.  She stopped fighting, too, lowering her sword point.   
 
    The portal closed, and the room lighting took over.  Older Colt looked at me.  “Game-playing demon-lord bastard!  You could just have told me that!” 
 
    “No, I couldn’t.  And I don’t answer to you.”  I shifted my hard stare over to Young Colt.  “Though I’d kill anyone in the world for your happiness, you both have to love me as I am because I’m not going to get any better.” 
 
    Zahra nodded.  “That’s certainly true.” 
 
    I formed a hand of shadow, floating it behind her head.  I tried to smack her.  She ducked and smirked at me. 
 
    Fuck it all. 
 
    I sent my weapons away again. 
 
    “Yes, I’m a bastard.  A hybrid freak of unnature as well as a two-cocked god.  Everyone, get over it.” 
 
    Red finished sheathing her sword.  Her face jerked towards me, her gaze stabbing.  “You have two…um…”  Remembering there were children present, she didn’t finish her sentence. 
 
    I looked at her.  “Yes.  I do, and I’m not afraid to use them.  Want a free sample?  You’ll have to ask Selene’s permission.  But then, you’d be giving up the title Virgin Goddess.  We’d have to call you Fucked-Half-to-Death-Goddess instead.” 
 
    Go ahead.  You can hate me, too. 
 
    “Zahra said, “You’re being crude.” 
 
    “Ask me if I care, flat-chested girl.  When I suffer, others have to as well.”   
 
    I guess a fondue dragon is all a man can really depend upon in life. 
 
    I used a shadow hand to slap the dragon machine on its scaled rump.  Something rattled.  There was a puff of steam from the dragon’s nostrils.  Its eyes rolled back in its head.  Zahra grabbed a pot and stuck it on the floor.  Sludgy golden poop drizzled out of the machine’s ass.  There were a few internal bangs of indigestion.  The dragon’s jaws opened with a hiss of relief.  The eyes closed.   
 
    I think it’s dead. 
 
    Accusation edged Zahra’s voice.  “You changed the timeline again.” 
 
    The air smelled of burnt cheese and machine oil. 
 
    Both Colts spoke in perfect unison: “I’m not eating that.” 
 
    Selene looked at me. 
 
    “Not a chance,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll take it if you throw in chili and corn chips,” Xan said. 
 
    Selene looked thoughtful.  “Nachos.  I hadn’t thought of that.” 
 
    Zahra said, “Your machine’s busted.  Too bad you didn’t keep the receipt.” 
 
    “Oh, I can take it back,” Selene said.  “See if I don’t.”  She and the dragon vanished in a wash of crimson light.   
 
    I turned to Xan.  “Xan, I need a little sleep.  You’re in charge of this place until Selene gets back.  Keep Lilja safe.  Oh, you might need to housebreak her.  I doubt she’s ever used a toilet.  You’ll need to show her how.” 
 
    Not waiting for an argument, I turned into pure shadow and sank into the floor.  I’d been working on portaling myself through shadow without actually forming a gate.  I used that technique now, rising from the floor of the throne room on the Dragon Planet, in the palace’s Great Hall—where I was ambushed at once. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWELVE 
 
      
 
    “Being Master of the Universe is a pain 
 
    when you’re expected to act like one.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Jabbering away, the Silver Clan representatives surrounded me in the Great Hall of the royal palace, blocking my path to the Imperial Kitchen where I planned to raid the fridge.  My guards hadn’t stopped them from seeking me out.   
 
    I ignited a shadow tatt on my neck, my Command Voice spell.  I held up a hand in the face of the blistering silver lord and gave him an order, “Hold that thought.”   
 
    The Old man with silver hair and silken silver robes kept trying to talk but nothing spilled out of his mouth but drool.  This seemed to drive him deep into irate frothing but at least it was silent frothing.  The other silvers switched their focus from me to him, realizing a problem when bitch-slapped with it. 
 
    I took a few steps to get clear of them and beckoned to the palace guards watching from a distance.  They seemed quite amused by it all but approached quickly enough, responsive to my summons.   One of them bowed immediately and straightened.  “My lord, how may we serve?” 
 
    “It’s late at night.  Why am I suddenly conducting State business that’s not on my schedule?  Who authorized this invasion of my privacy?  At the very least, I should have been notified of high-ranking visitors.” 
 
    The half-smiles on their faces vanished.  My words touched on their professionalism.  The same guard answered again.  “You were not here.  We did not know you would be inconvenienced.  This delegation has official clearance to come and go as necessary.” 
 
    “As they think is necessary.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “So, it’s my own fault for popping in unannounced?” I asked. 
 
    The guard stiffened.  “Yes, my lord.  The palace has a protocol for handling things.  Until you make changes, things will run as they always have under General Kur.  Might I suggest that the person you should speak with is the Court Chamberlain?” 
 
    He was brisk and polite, letting me know he was not personally to blame.  I felt like summoning a gun and kneecapping him, but if I had to choose between ass-kissing buffoons or professionals who’d give it to me straight, I’d take the latter. 
 
    “The Chamberlain stays in the palace, correct?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, my lord.  She does.” 
 
    “Have her awakened and dragged into my presents to deal with this mob.  They don’t have an appointment.  If the give the Chamberlain too much trouble, you have my permission to throw them out violently.”   
 
    I strolled over to the imperial thrones on its dais and seated myself to wait.  Made of solid gold, the king’s throne was a foot taller than that reserved for the queen.  Kur, as regent, had only sat here during official functions.  He had no current wife, so he’d always been unattended on the dais.   
 
    The queen’s seat now belonged to Selene.  As a red dragon, it set a new precedent to have her rule as queen.  But she was a dragon-goddess.  Anyone who pissed her off over the issue would meet a grisly fate I shuddered to contemplate.  Her playing insane goddess beside my bad-ass god-emperor self left Colt to play “good” dragon.  That and being a child would give him an easier time as heir than I’d had.   
 
    In fact, there’d be those who’d like him so much—they’d be wishing an unfortunate accident on Selene and I.  Especially as it would put Kur back in power as regent. 
 
    Something else to watch for. 
 
    It wasn’t long before a fresh squad of Imperial Guardsmen arrived, escorting a lady in gold robes and slippers.  She wasn’t pure-blood Golden Clan, having the crimson eyes of a red dragon clanswoman.  Her golden hair was piled on her head and jeweled combs head it in place.  Ruby and diamond earrings dangled from her lobes.  A yellow-gold gypsy ring with a citrine inset in the band flashed on her hand along with a white-gold and diamond Cartier watch.   
 
    Drooling in the back shadows of my mind, my inner dragon opened golden eyes to appraise the casual wealth she displayed.  Close to a hundred thousand dollars there.  Earth-made.  That’s not local craftsmanship.  We’ve noticed signs of someone importing Earth technology and goods.  She could well be the one.  Someone placed high in the Imperial Court would have all the power and needed contacts to make it work. 
 
    She looked calm and poised, bowing at the edge of the dais.  “How may I serve my lord?” 
 
    She damn well already knew; the silver dragons were fussing over their mute leader in ever-growing tones of dismay and outrage.  I pointed at them.  “Send them home and explain to them that they do not have open access to my presence.  They are to make appointments which I expect to be few and far in between because they can either do their jobs competently, or I will replace them.  And if they are competent, they shouldn’t need to see me.” 
 
    She turned just her head to view the Silver Clan leaders, then looked back at me.  “Is there more I can do for you at this time?” 
 
    “Get a cell phone, give me the number.  I will give you mine.  I’m not going to be consistently in residence.  As a demon lord and the High King of Fairy, I have affairs to manage on other worlds and alliances to build in countless hell-dimensions.  What I need is a personal assistant who will live in residence here and speak with my voice as needed.  Do you want the job?” 
 
    She lost composure at the question, her mouth falling open as she stared.  I’d been getting that look a lot lately.  She said, “But I’m your Court Chamberlain, not even of the main branch of the family.  There are many you should look at before deciding on someone who’s just convenient.” 
 
    I stared through slit eyes.  “Thank you for explaining how I should be making my decisions.” 
 
    “My apologies, my lord.” 
 
    “It’s just Caine when nothing fancy is going on.” 
 
    “At such times, please call me Briella, my lord.” 
 
    By this time, the silver dragons had scurried up behind her to eavesdrop on our conversation.  I continued to ignore them other than a quick glance.  I returned my gaze to the Chamberlain.  “Do you want the promotion or not?” 
 
    “I—yes, my lord.  With great humility I accept.  I have a number of people under me that can step up to take over my work.” 
 
    “Deal with those behind you.  I am not open for business at the moment.  If they have something crucial, of course, that’s different.” 
 
    “Define crucial, please.” 
 
    “A state emergency; something that only I can decide,” I told her. 
 
     “Yes, my lord.”  She bowed again and turned away from me.   
 
    I caught the stead stare of the Captain of the Guard, the one with a little more tassel to his dress uniform and a few more ribbons.  I waved him closer. 
 
    He came to the edge of the dais and stopped. 
 
    I motioned him to approach closer. 
 
    His eyebrows didn’t really rise, giving me just a quick flutter.  He stepped up the dais and approached the throne, stopping near me.  He bowed.  “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “Does Chef Yorrik have anyone standing by for night duty in case I want something from the kitchen when it’s not in normal operation?” 
 
    “I believe there is such a duty attended to by rotation.” 
 
    “Send that person to me along with a bottle of wine.  A glass won’t be needed.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.  Is there anything else you need?” 
 
    “After I’ve eaten, I’ll need an escort to the room where Lady Vivian was staying.  Since she died in the service to our world, I need to see to her things.  I want whoever hands out military medals around here to give her our highest honor along with a citation for conspicuous courage under fire and for making the ultimate sacrifice for our world.  I will see that it goes to her family.” 
 
    “I will personally see that this is done.  I—liked her.  For an off-world warrior, she was remarkably skilled.” 
 
    I nodded.  And she had a great ass.  The kind you never want to let go of.  I hope she lives through the transition from remnant to vampire.  Such an ass should not be lost to the universe.   
 
    “Your name?” I asked. 
 
    He came to stiff attention.  “I am Captain Koln, a distant cousin to your mother.” 
 
    “And you’re doing guard duty?  Don’t you want a more important job?” 
 
    “I protect and serve the highest levels of the Main House.  I like what I do.” 
 
    “Care to join me in a late-night snack?” 
 
    “I would not presume—” 
 
    “I didn’t grow up among my relatives,” I explained.  “I need to learn who is who.  As emperor, I need to develop a sense of who I can trust.  It’s either that or just kill off all my relatives to be on the safe side.” 
 
    His eyebrows made another of those anxious flutters.  He bowed once more.  “I would be honored to share a meal with my lord.” 
 
    I nodded and waved him off to take care of things. 
 
    Walking onto the dais without hesitation, Briella approached.  She started a bow.  I held up a hand to stop her.  “When we’re working together, too much bowing will slow things down and get in the way.  Save it for formal occasions.” 
 
    “Yes, Lord Caine.  The Silver Dragon Clan has no problem with returning another time.  Their concerns are not so urgent as they’d supposed.  Before he leaves, Lord Frenu requests that you return his gift of speech.” 
 
    “Well, just this once,” I raised my voice so all could clearly hear, “Next time I will be less merciful, taking body parts instead.  It’s been a while since I last ate a silver dragon’s still-beating heart.”  Looking past her, I saw Lord Frenu paling in terror.  I gave him one of my special smiles. 
 
    He turned and fled, not quite running since that would be beneath his dignity.  The other silver clansmen followed him, powerwalking toward the door. 
 
    “How long will you be here,” Briella asked. 
 
    “I’m having a bite from the kitchen, then I’ll be using Vivian’s guest room for the night.  We’ll touch base in the morning before I leave again.” 
 
    “I will prioritize matters dealing with the recent disaster and provide recommendations for you for filling posts vacated by followers of General Kur.” 
 
    “They couldn’t stand the heat in the kitchen, eh?  Fine.  Let the spineless bastards run.” 
 
    “If large sections of the Silver Clan abandon their bureaucratic posts as well, affairs could grind to a halt,” Briella said. 
 
     “I have a plan.  Any admin function that fails me will be disbanded and bids will be taken from the other clans to do their job.  We’ll privatize and reduce the paperwork to as little as possible.  Eventually, things will run even smoother.” 
 
    “Less government is a good thing?” 
 
    I grinned.  “Sure.  Government is a burden, needing taxes to survive.  I’m against organized crime when I’m not doing it.  When people have fewer taxes to pay, they invest in their futures and grow businesses.  Government can’t function as a business because bureau-rats don’t have the honesty and efficiency to pull it off.  Speaking of changes, I need to hand off the position of Lord Executioner to someone.  Find me a sociopath who likes to kill but can show restraint.” 
 
    More than me. 
 
    “Why does it have to be a sociopath?” she asked. 
 
    “Sociopaths who enjoy their work take fewer sick days off.” 
 
    “I’ll look around.” 
 
    “Also, put the word out that more of my shrines will be going up and city administrations that cause me problems will not do so for long.  Also, there will be no foot or tail dragging in the Silver or Gold Clans over my policies or those clans will be disbanded—violently.” 
 
    Briella gasped.  “Are you trying to force a revolution?” 
 
    “Better they come out in revolt than hide in the woodwork, pouring sand in the gears.  We can’t afford an entrenched deep state wearing us down with attrition.  Our world can’t afford it.” 
 
    No world can. 
 
    She bowed and turned to go. 
 
    “Not going to argue with me?” I asked. 
 
    She paused, turning back to face me.  “I’ve seen the mass graves.  I understand worse could happen.  If we need tyranny to save us from extinction, I will do my best to live with it—my lord.”  Briella waited to see if I’d say anything else.  I decided to test her contacts and resourcefulness. 
 
    “Find me a baseball cap, some Foster Grants sunglasses, and—in a few days—I’ll need a monument engraver for a tombstone.  Oh, get me a herd of cows, too.  I may need to feed a giant red centipede soon.  The cows will need some fenced-off pasture and a couple of guards to keep passing dragons from swooping down for a free meal.” 
 
    She didn’t bat an eyelash.  “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    I waved her off.  She left, taking the silver lords with her.  Before they were out of range, I used my command voice.   “Hey, lard-ass, you can speak again.”   
 
    He didn’t stop to say thank you. 
 
    There’s gratitude for you. 
 
    Koln returned from the kitchen.  “The night chef has been summoned.  Shall we go to the kitchen?  They have tables and chairs there.  We can look over the cold storage bins, see what might be worth reheating from earlier in the day.  You probably don’t want to wait too long, if you’re tired.” 
 
    I felt tired.  You’d think that ascending from dragon-mage to god level would prevent weariness but as a god, I was constantly expending vastly more power than ever before.  I needed to keep that in mind and pace myself a little more.  
 
    I stood and left the throne behind. 
 
    Note to self: it needs more padding. 
 
    Koln led the way to the back of the Great Hall, to the kitchen.  I followed.  As the door swung shut behind us, we went to a counter and settled on stools.  The night cook was already there.  I didn’t recognize him from the last time I invaded the kitchen and helped myself to the Dragon World equivalent of hot wings.  Not waiting for us to place an order, the chef was already at work.  A grill had been fired up.  Medallions of meat were searing, dripping grease into the fire.   Off to the side were small buns that had been cut open, a platter of cheese and assorted vegetables, and a bowl of mustard sauce. 
 
    “What are you making?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s an item from Earth that the master chef has been teaching us to make in your honor.”  The cook mangled the name, “Slyderz.” 
 
    Koln’s eyebrows did that fluttery thing again, showing confusion.  I caught his gaze.  “Miniature sandwiches.  If he were cooking patties of ground meat, they’d be half-sized hamburgers.” 
 
    “Hammurgerz,” the cook softly echoed.  “Earth cuisine is a challenge, but I will do my best for you, my lord.” 
 
    “I know you will.”  I smiled.   
 
    The cook flinched.  He must have heard that the last cook that displeased found himself curb-stomped and drop-kicked across the kitchen. 
 
    I sighed.  “Whatever you’ve heard, I don’t hurt people that don’t need it.  You are mine, now.  Give me your best and that’s good enough.” 
 
    He bowed, nearly dropping his fluffy chef’s hat onto the grill.  He caught it before an accident could occur. 
 
    “Koln,” I said.  “Go see if there’s any important beer around her.  We’ll need something to wash the meal down.” 
 
    Flipping the meat, throwing something vaguely tomato like onto the grill, the cook paused long enough to point out a beverage fridge to us. 
 
    Koln hurried off, returning with several bottles apiece for us.  There was no rule about soldiers not drinking on duty. Dragon metabolisms burn off alcohol quickly.  Me, as a god, I truly suffered; it was hard as hell to even get a decent buzz going.  I’d been poison resistant before godhood.  I wasn’t sure there was a poison or venom that could bother me now.  Chances were high I’d survive the night chef’s efforts. 
 
    Lucky for him. 
 
    The food was delivered hot with a side of waffle-fries that had to have come from Earth.   
 
    More of Briella's work?   
 
    We dug in.  The sliders were good: the bread fresh, the cheese yellow-white tasting like Havarti, an after-taste of buttery hazelnut lingering that worked well with the meat and mushroom slices.   As Koln and I ate with obvious enjoyment, the cook relaxed, the edge of his fear dulling, a scent in the air that we registered but ignored as fellow dragons. 
 
    This was nice—a way of life I should have been allowed to grow up with.  I felt glad I’d been able to provide Colt with a place in the universe he could belong in. 
 
    I finished three of the sliders and the fries then pushed the plate away.  I stood to leave.  “Not bad, but for future reference, fries need ketchup, not just salt, to bring out their full flavor.  You should add it to the shopping list.”   
 
    “Yes, my lord.”  The cook bowed as Koln and I walked away.   
 
    Outside the kitchen, a servant approached us with a silver tray.  On the tray were the sunglasses and ball cap I’d asked for.  I accepted the items and the servant scurried off—probably heading back to bed. 
 
    Briella works fast.  Definitely, someone to watch. 
 
    I put on the cap and dropped the glasses into a pool of shadow to wait until needed.  Reabsorbing the shadow, I wandered off with the captain to find Vivian’s room. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    “I like to pick who shares my bed.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    It was early morning—maybe—when I snapped awake in Vivian’s bed, a wash of red-copper light filling the room.  I stared up at a portal that drifted in the air, not quite certain where it should open.  It neared the end of the bed.  Its core darkened, becoming a tunnel.  I expected nine-year-old Colt to come out.  I was almost right; his sixteen-year-old self stepped out.  He dropped and bounced on the bed, just missing my feet, and collapsed to his knees, staring at me with surprise. 
 
    “What are you doing here?  In Vivian’s bed.”  His eyes narrowed with suspicion but not with the usual irritation I inspired.  “And what’s with the ballcap.  Not really your style.” 
 
    “I was sleeping, obviously, until you got here.” I sat up in bed and pulled my legs in, folding them under me.  And, since hanging around naked with another guy around made me feel not quite presentable, I sheathed myself in a catsuit of darkness up to my neck. 
 
    “Again, why here?” Colt’s usual hoodie was gone, replaced by camouflage pants and a black, sleeveless tee.  He didn’t yet have the barbwire tatt on his arm that his nineteen-year-old self would get in the future. 
 
    I wasn’t about to admit that Vivian’s scent in the sheets soothed my heart a little and helped me sleep.  Nor did I need to explain that someone was going to have to pack her things.  It would do no good to leave this room as a shrine to someone who was well on the way to becoming another person.  The new Vivian might develop entirely different tastes.  “I don’t have a suite of my own ready to use, this one is available, and it is my palace now.  Also, I think you’re forgetting I don’t answer to you.” 
 
    “Still, you’ll answer one question for me: where’s Vivian’s body?” 
 
    He’d forgotten what was said on the Red Moon?  Not likely.  This had to be a younger Colt than the one who’d come asking, all ready to kick my ass.  
 
    Time travel makes my head hurt.  Well, I guess here’s where I’ll be earning the rage that he showed me earlier; I’ve gotta act like an ass so the timeline isn’t rewritten.  If “character is destiny” I’m my own curse. 
 
    I added a cutting edge to my voice.  “The body is dead.  What do you want it for?” 
 
    “You don’t need to know.” 
 
    “Going to play Dr. Frankenstein and bringing her back without a soul?  Lightning doesn’t work that way.” 
 
    “That’s not it!” Colt said. 
 
    I stared at him with an expression of mock horror.  I knew I ought not to tease him, hurting as he was, but sometimes the evil in me runs amok and I lose control of my mouth.  “Don’t tell me you’re taking up necrophilia.  That’s disgusting!”  I remembered a certain zombie-stripper in a Texas roadhouse that had tempted me once into things I’d rather not remember. 
 
    “What!  How can you even think that?” he asked.  “Never mind.  It’s you.  How can you not?” 
 
    I stood up so I towered above him.  I look down with cold disdain.  “I don’t have to stay here.  I can go anywhere in the universe and be insulted.  Such is my power.” 
 
    My shadow leaped up to cover me, a black lotus closing its petals to form its own universe.  I closed myself off from the Dragon World and bloomed the lotus in a new world; using my power without quite forming a portal.  I was getting better at it with practice. 
 
    I stood in the Demon clan’s Great Hall, on the edge of the dais that held this world’s throne.  I sat on the dais, looking out across the parquet floor.  A handful of demon warriors—in armor, carrying automatic weapons—were present.  Imari gave them final instructions.   
 
    Apparently, in my absence, a raid of some sort had been pieced together.  I didn’t know anything about it, but I trusted Imari.  She’d been tested by the near destruction of L.A. and had defended the Clan House against enemy attack while I was otherwise occupied with a stronger threat.  I let her finish what she was doing before waving a greeting.     
 
    The demon pack headed off.   
 
    Imari came toward me, clothed only in flames, great swaths of it lifting and fluttering off her bald head.  Her long legs, torso, and arms were glossy black like obsidian.  Her lips were garnet and her eyes warm embers.  As she stopped in front of me, I looked her over, enjoying the view of round, polished breasts and chiseled warrior muscles.  She moved with the grace of flame, the heat of her a pressure on my face, drying my lips.  I enjoyed leering up her body so much, I leered back down, slowly, adoration on my face. 
 
    “You’re being vulgar again,” she told me. 
 
    “Raised by demons, can’t help it,” I deadpanned. 
 
    She arched the fine line of her left eyebrow.  “That tired excuse again?” 
 
    “It’s true; you know I can’t lie anymore.” 
 
    “Not directly.” 
 
    “Is it my fault you are beautiful and I love to possess beautiful things?  It’s the nature of a dragon—my inner nature.” 
 
    “I’m not a thing; I’m a person, a fire demon.” 
 
    “That walks around naked.  That kind of thing invites attention.  Are you saying you don’t enjoy the power to kindle lust in those that see you?” 
 
    “Well, maybe I do enjoy it.  Just a little.  But you don’t have to make a slobbering fool out of yourself.” 
 
    I rubbed my chin, just in case.  “I’m not slobbering.” 
 
    “But you had to check.” 
 
    I was losing the conversational match so I changed the subject.  “What’s going on?  Where did you send our people?” 
 
    “We need to start policing the world a little more.  Word’s come from the Crow Demon Clan in Iowa.  A local witches coven has been trying to sniff out their hidden village and enslave them for evil purposes.” 
 
    “They’re a strong group.  Why do they need our help against mere witches?”  
 
    “These aren’t real witches.  They’re wanna-be Goth bitches who read a few books on magic and think they can rule the world.  The demons are concerned about bad press if they wipe out a group that looks human.  It’s really us they’re afraid of.  The Crows don’t want you to retaliate against them because they had to defend themselves against exposure.” 
 
    “So, you’re making a joint operation to tie them to us—sending our guys out with theirs?” 
 
    “Right,” she said.  Word is getting out that you are making your move and that those demon clans that don’t police themselves might get crushed by you.” 
 
    “Exactly how is word getting out?” 
 
    “I made a few calls.” 
 
    “That’s how turf wars start,” I said. 
 
    “Start?  We’re well past that point.  The curious thing is, everyone seems to have expected it and isn’t kicking up much fuss.  I think it has to do with those silver dragons you killed in Vegas when the old man was getting hitched.   It’s gotten around and that you can turn dragon.  That you can kill them as well—and are demon lord enough to eat their hearts—that’s bought you a lot of street cred.  That you’re marrying into Kane’s vampire clan and now command all the fey; well, the demons know they can’t oppose that much power.  They’re smart enough to fall in line.  A lot of them want to.  They saw the Red Rider on TV and the idea that they, too, can hang out with hot, near-naked goddesses by supporting you has gotten around.” 
 
    “Let me guess.  A few more of your phone calls?” 
 
    “The phone is also a weapon.  A wise warrior uses everything that comes to hand.”  He looked enormously pleased with herself. 
 
    “I knew years ago when I picked you for this job you would grow into it and prove the value of my judgment.” 
 
    “So, somehow, you’re responsible for all my hard work?”  She looked pissed. 
 
    “I am a demon lord.  I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t steal the glory whenever possible.” 
 
    She sighed.  “Very true.  You need to hire Red as our professional envoy to the preternatural community.” 
 
    I nodded agreement.  “She is a satyr’s wet dream.” 
 
    “Speaking of sleep, you should get some.  You look like hell.” 
 
    “I’d like to, but if I know teenagers…and their angst…” 
 
    A red-copper light flared.  A disk of it opened in the center of the Great Hall.   
 
    “I called it!” I said. 
 
    Seventeen-year-old Colt stepped out.  He was dressed like the one I’d just left on the Dragon World, but he’d taken the time to weapon up.  He now matched the time-ghost that had stalked me on the astral plane.  That event was the past for me, the future for him. 
 
    Well, at least he isn’t throwing copper-red lighting around.  I still have that to look forward to.   
 
    He’d never turned his raw power on me before.  He was still in my shadow, not yet his own man.  
 
    Colt spotted me and stomped toward me, one hand at his side, on a knife hilt.  
 
    “Imari, we have an armed intruder,” I said.  “Do me a favor and fend him off.” 
 
    “But it’s Colt, your son.” 
 
    “And he’s working himself up cutting out my heart.  Do you work here or not?” 
 
    She glowered at me.  “What did you do now?” 
 
    “He wants Vivian’s body.  You know why that can’t happen.”   
 
    As my First Sword, she was in the loop on all my decisions—and their fallout.  She knew Vivian was a remnant in Kane’s keeping and that I was sparing Colt that knowledge.  She even agreed with me that it was best.   
 
    She sighed so softly, I almost missed it, stepping between me and Colt, showing me her sweet flaming ass.  The orange fire whirling around her, magically solidified into armor and a sword made of flame.  “You’re going to have to give me a raise if I now have to handle domestic disputes, too.” 
 
    “I’m open to negotiation,” I told her. 
 
    Ten cents more an hour ought to be about right. 
 
     My inner dragon opened wide, golden eyes, his jaw-dropping like a piano from a crane.  What?!?  Are we made of money?  Just sleep with her like all the others. 
 
    I sighed.  If only.  I need her obsessed with protecting my clan, not me.  Personal feelings skew relationships—not always for the better.  It’s why Gloria and I stayed as friends for so long, not wanting to break that friendship by pushing it farther. 
 
    Oh.  well, offer her a nickel more an hour and try to old her at seven cents. 
 
    And I thought I was cheap. 
 
    Imari pointed her flame-sword at Colt.  “Stop right there.  There will be no running amok on my watch.  If you’re here as a guest, act like it.” 
 
    Colt side-stepped to see past her and be able to glare at me.  “Still hiding behind women?  I’d say you were a craven little bitch, but that’s an insult to female dogs everywhere, one they don’t deserve.” 
 
    I smiled at him.  “Trying to rile me up?  Needs work.  Try cussing like the man you aren’t.” 
 
    His copper-red stare brightened and slid back to Imari.  “I’m sorry, but I need to kick his ass.  If you try to stop me, I will hurt you.” 
 
    “That’s one of your problems,” I said.  “Giving fair warning all the time.  Never heard of the element of surprise.  You have a long way to go to be a demon lord.” 
 
    Colt sneered.  “Since you’re a prime example, I don’t want the job.” 
 
    It surprised me how much that hurt, not that I let it show. 
 
    “Colt,” Imari’s tone was gentle.  “I know you’re hurting.  It’s pain from the heart driving you.  Anger is better.  It makes a nice distraction.  But you don’t want to do something that can’t be undone.  Perspective comes from distance and reflection.  Still, the flames within or they will consume you.  I say this as your friend.” 
 
    His face hardened into an angry mask.  “As your friend, I have to say: Fuck off.” 
 
    I clapped.  “An expletive!  Bravo.  Keep going and you will soon be me.” 
 
    His incandescent stare came back to me.  Hate quivered his voice.  “Fuck you too.”  He turned and walked away.  Reaching his portal, he entered it and vanished.  A moment later, his portal closed; disc to star-point, then nothing.  He was gone.  For now. 
 
    Imari’s flames whipped up and her sword and armor dissolved into more flame which settled down on her like a second skin, improving the view.  “That was necessary but distasteful.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.”  Sitting on the edge of the dais, forearms on my knees, I stared toward the spot Colt had vanished from.  I’d have seen it too but her lovely ass was in the way.   
 
    She turned around to face me.    
 
    She has no body hair at all.  One benefit of being a fire demon; you never need to shave. 
 
    I lifted my gaze to her face as a courtesy.  “Thanks.” 
 
    Her eyes popped a little.  She took a step back. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Do your eyes hurt?” 
 
    “No.  why?” 
 
    “They’re brimming with blood.” 
 
    I remembered feeding my blood to Vivian.  I’d thought a dragon-god-slash-shadow-mage wasn’t vulnerable to vampirism.  I wasn’t close to turning into a vamp, but there had obviously been a side-effect. 
 
    “Demon lords cry blood?” she asked. 
 
    “We may have brief moments of soul-searing pain, but tears are for the weak.  This is caused by Vivian taking some of my blood to help her through her transition.” I stood. 
 
    “Wait, you fed yourself to a feral remnant with no self-control?” 
 
    “I’m going upstairs to my apartment.  I don’t want to be disturbed.” 
 
    “Too late,” she muttered.  “You are very disturbed.” 
 
    “Ooo, good one.  Remember that raise you mentioned?” I smiled nicely. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “You just stepped on its neck and broke it.” 
 
    “Fuck!” 
 
    “No thanks,” I said.  “You aren’t my type.” 
 
    She huffed flames from her lovely nostrils.  “I’m everyone’s type!” 
 
    “I think you protest too loudly.” 
 
    “Remind me again why I don’t kill you?” she asked. 
 
    “I made you the second most powerful demon around here and I can always change my mind and give you the raise.  If I feel like it.” 
 
    It’s amazing the number of whacks you can take with a stick while dangling a carrot. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, that’s it,” she said. 
 
    I walked around the dais, to the back of the Great Hall.  A door there led to a hallway.  I took it down to the clan’s kitchen and detoured to the elevator.  A few minutes later I was upstairs, approaching my quarters.  The door was kicked in.  Housekeeping was inside, spraying everything down with fire extinguishers and opening windows to air out the suite.  Most of my stuff was broken or lightning blasted—or both. 
 
    Colt’s been here for some petty vengeance. 
 
    “Guess I need someplace else to crash.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Sadly, you can’t always count 
 
    on getting a second chance 
 
     to kill something.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    The whirling pyre of dense-packed shadow I’d summoned flowed around me as it slipped the confines of time and space.  Petals blooming like a black lotus, the shadow pod fell apart as I reached my destination.  The petals sank into the floor, vanishing.  This was one of many guest rooms in Selene’s Red Moon fortress.  Tired, I staggered to a bed and fell face-first onto its soft embrace.  I sank into darkness, thoughts dissolving as my shadow had.   
 
    I didn’t sense the moment sleep claimed me but I knew when I surfaced once more. I remembered a brief dream of albino rats chewing off my wooden toes.  I felt the top of my head to see if I’d been magically transformed into a cigar-store Indian.  Nope, no wooden feather-bonnet.   
 
    That moment, I slid fully awake and placed the scratching sound as coming from the bedroom door to the hallway.  I rolled off the bed and—still clothed in a second skin of black shadow.  I opened the door and stared out, and down; into the face of Lilja, my darkness made human.  Her white hair gleamed and a soft light irradiated her red-crystal eyes.  She’d been leaning against the outside of the door while scratching with one hand—like a cat wanting in.   
 
    She fell against me and clung without saying a word.  Someone, probably Colt, had dressed her for sleep in one of my black tee-shirts.  It hung loose down to her thighs.  He’d also given her a pair of his own gray gym shorts that looked too tight.  The clothing emphasized her fragility.   
 
    Still, I didn’t let myself forget her unnatural origin meant nothing about the outward package could be taken for granted.  There would be a nasty surprise to spring forth; it was just a matter of time.  In the meantime, I needed to imprint myself upon her so when push came to shove, and shove came to brutal assault, she’d hopeful stay on my side. 
 
    I spoke down, into her white hair.  “Want to come in?” 
 
    She clung, silent and hungry as an empty grave. 
 
    I took that as a yes and stepped backward, dragging her in so I could spin us around and close the door.  I danced her over to the bed, fell onto it, and bounced.  She bounced on top of me a moment then rolled off.  I stretched out, swinging my feet up on the bed as she made room for me, then pressed into my side.   
 
    “I’m going back to sleep.  The bathroom’s through that door if you need it.”  I pointed exactly at it.  “You’re on your own from here on.”  I closed my eyes. 
 
    “Dark!” she complained.  “I hate the dark.” 
 
    Ironic since that’s what spawned you. 
 
    With the bedroom door closed, the red hallway light didn’t spill in.  And, as the God of Shadow, I was darkness as well; feeling all it touched.  “Are you afraid?” I asked. 
 
    “Afraid,” she echoed. 
 
    That struck me as utterly weird.  She’d been a creature of darkness bound together with primal hate—and maybe superglue—before her forced rebirth.  It didn’t make sense she’d fear what she’d been.  Unless she had no memories at all of her earlier self. 
 
    “Daddy will fix it.”  I lifted a hand in the air and flicked my fingers.  A second later a pair of will-o’-the-wisps faded into view, balls of light bobbing in the air.  One was a frosty orange and the other a fern-green.  “You two—Oh for orange and Gee for green—stay with Lilja here, keep her company.  She doesn’t like the dark.” 
 
    Protesting, they orbited each other, rising toward the ceiling as if seeking escape.  I didn’t worry about them running off.  The command of the High King of Fairy was not something thy dared ignore.  Still, I didn’t like the attitude. 
 
    “If you don’t like it, I can always stab you with a demon sword that will eat you down to the last spark.”  Wisps were what elves became when they died, the fey version of ghosts.  They were what a demon sword lusted for. 
 
    “N-no,” Gee said.  “Love to stay.  See?  This is me, staying!” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Oh said.  “Such fun we shall have, watching you sleep!” 
 
    “Just do it quietly,” I said.  “I’m tired.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and felt myself drifting into a dream.  I wondered if it would be one of my usually delightful nightmares or one of the rarer prophetic dreams I sometimes experienced.  It had been a while since one of those.  But I’d recently hung out with the Oracle of the Dream Court. She might want to touch base on the recent visit to the Dragon World. 
 
    Well, if it comes, it comes. 
 
    Lilja shifted.  She lay over half over me, an arm across my stomach, her knee on my thigh, her head settled on my chest.  She listened to my heart.  Daddy,” she murmured. 
 
    I brought my arm in and rubbed her back.  “You don’t have to fear the darkness,” I told her.  “It is not the dark that brings terror, but the terrible thing that hides in the dark, and I’m the worst of them.  In the darkness, I will always hear your voice and come when you call.” 
 
    She sighed, hopefully, comforted. 
 
    The soft swell and ebb of orange and green light through my eyelids told me that Oh and Gee patrolled the airspace of the room like good little soldiers.  I drifted out of awareness, into my inner darkness.   
 
      
 
    Sometime later, awareness returned, a fuzzy-edged dream where time flowed like syrup, or else my thoughts raced with crystal clarity that was new to me.  I wondered if, in my sleep, I’d accessed the astral planes again.  It wasn’t my usual method; venturing forth without my body. 
 
    I looked down at myself and saw a prismatic creature with a core of electrical golden light.  My joints were composed of gold wire twisted into bizarre geometric sculptures.  I didn’t so much move as think of a direction that revved up my joints and made my gold core burn brighter as I floated that direction.  Visuals aside, I still felt like I had my usual body.  At least, I didn’t feel like I could fly apart any second into drifting circles, ovals, squares, triangles, and hyperspatial cubes. 
 
    And I thought Lilja was strange.  I have an all-new standard now. 
 
     The dimension around me was bruise-blue and cloudy, clumps pulsing in blackness.  Though some of the alien darkness touched me, I couldn’t extend my awareness inside it.  It insisted on staying apart from me—the thought came—terrified of me.  The walls of this alien space moved in such a way as to suggest I was falling.  As I thought that, the pulsing bruised clouds rose faster, as though I were falling faster. 
 
    Where am I going?  Or am I being taken for a ride?  This could be a dream-sending from the Dream Courts. 
 
    I willed my body to rotate to see what was below, rushing toward me.  This had become one of those dreams where you’re falling—only to wake up sweating, heart pounding.  They say it’s dangerous to actually hit bottom; that’s a way to die in a dream. 
 
    Am I under a magical attack? 
 
    It made a kind of sense.  I’d had pushback already from Toumas among the vampires and from the Silver Dragon Clan.  More active resistance from magic-users was probable.  Was the magic human or fey?  I felt sure of the Dream Court, but there was the Nightmare Court of Fairy; which would bite off its own nose to spite itself, if possible, with deep pleasure.  And the magic-users of Earth had to see the writing on the wall with me coming out on National TV, gathering power through an alliance with Kane.  This could well be a preemptive move to take me down while it was still possible.   The thought delighted me.  I was tired of family stress.  People to kill would be simpler and very relaxing. 
 
    Two large spheres emerged from the clotted murk below me.  They rose to trap me between them as my fall slowed.  One was orange.  The other green.  Both were the size of binary stars, catching me at a midpoint where their gravities balanced out.  Theoretically, if I were to leave this area of space, I’d be drawn into a fiery death of one color or the other.  The stars were borrowed from sensory input: the dream making use of Oh and Gee lighting up the guestroom where my body lay asleep. 
 
    I knew I should have killed at least one of them when I had the chance.  I’m surprised Lilja isn’t here, too. 
 
    As soon as I had the thought, I knew it was a mistake. 
 
    Thin, white arms appeared, locking around my waist from behind.  I felt a face press into my back and knew at once who the face belonged to. 
 
    “Lilja?” 
 
    The grip of the arms tightened.  I heard a muffled protest.  I didn’t discount her as just a dream element.   Any magic catching me could well capture anyone else in my bed.  It would be designed that way; much easier than adding discrimination to the spell, and safer for the bad guys than leaving someone out of the trap who could help me from the outside.  Since my sexual prowess was well-known in many circles, spellcasting for multiple targets was just good planning. 
 
    Besides, if this was my subconscious at work, Lilja would be older, naked, and sucking off my cocks already.  I know myself; my restraint awake melts away in sleep. 
 
    The initial non-violence of the trap made me think this was set by benevolent magic-users.  Practitioners of the black arts would have included a tentacle-wreathed elder god with goat-eyes and gills, or maybe an aging drag-queen with a sword in hand—and not the one between its legs. 
 
    The easy answer was out: using my shadow magic to flood the room I slept in so my dreaming body couldn’t see the light of the wisps.  That would cut off their sensory intrusion, weakening that element of the dreamcatcher trap. 
 
    Golden eyes opened in front of me, just floating there like the ones that usually opened in the back shadows of my mind when my inner dragon spoke to me. 
 
    So, what’s Plan B? he asked. 
 
    You’re supposed to keep your eyeballs in the back shadows of my mind, I reminded him. 
 
    This is the back shadows of your mind.  Welcome to my world. 
 
    Oh, yeah, I guess that’s right. 
 
    The eyeballs drifted further apart.  One of them bobbed like a wisp while the other stayed in place.   
 
    Stop that.  It’s distracting. 
 
    Your dream, your fault, my inner dragon pointed out. 
 
    Yeah, well just remember, what hurts me hurts you.  If this place gets dangerous, we’re both fucked, and not in a good way. 
 
    You have a point.  Why don’t you just unleash your inner shadow beast to eat the dream? 
 
    And what do you think this is grabbing me from behind?  My monster isn’t inner or a monster anymore, and she’s scared of the dark. 
 
    My inner dragon laughed.  Only you… 
 
    Go floss with barbwire if you can’t be helpful, I said. 
 
    You know, if you die here—totally regretful of course… 
 
    Of course, I said. 
 
    …then I’ll be left in control of both of our bodies. 
 
    Scary thought. 
 
    A dragon’s snarky grin appeared under his floating eyes.  I was reminded of Alice’s Cheshire cat from the Lewis Carol story.  Both dragon eyes and the toothy grin faded out of the dream.  And he was gone. 
 
    That’s right, you scaly-assed, lizard-breathed bastard.  Run and leave me.  I’m going to remember this. 
 
    This running spell cut me off from direct manipulation of Shadow.  Magic-users had to have literally sacrificed thousands for that kind of power, or other gods and goddesses we involved.  I wondered if there were pantheons concerned with me appearing on the cosmic stage.  I’d fought Anubis.  He still might hold a grudge.  And there were minor gods in Fairy that might resent an outside god becoming the High King.   
 
    The only other gods I knew of were those who secretly ruled the Underground, also known as Talon City, a buried metropolis with many levels.  It was located on Europa, sixth moon of Jupiter—with dimensional accesses for hundreds of other realities.  The place was run by gods of commerce but I don’t think any of them had a problem with me; I usually walked very softly there. 
 
    I turned my thoughts to Lilja, wondering if there was a way to use her in this situation.  A spell that made me think I’d lost shadow control, likely wouldn’t affect her, a creature no longer made of darkness but with ties to it. 
 
    “Lilja, honey, loosen up the death grip and come around me where I can see you.”  I gently pried at her fingers.   
 
    They didn’t budge.   
 
    I not so gently pried at her fingers.  Despite dragon strength, I couldn’t break her grip.  If anything; it tightened.   
 
    Her legs came around mine and tucked in, securing me further. 
 
    What the flaming fuck! 
 
    “Lilja, I am your father.  You will obey me.” 
 
    She responded with a sinister cackle.  The voice had changed, aging.  This wasn’t Lilja.  Someone with a very good glamour had fed an image back to me from my own memory.  Lilja had never been here with me.  This was the enemy, no doubt present to gloat, or to drink my soul.  Some fey did that.  I remembered fey tales of hag-riders: old ladies who’d ask to be carried a short distance to their cottage, who’d never let go until their prey were run into the ground and drained of life force.  These hags were psychic vampires but not known as evil masterminds. 
 
    Probably hired muscle in a fey conspiracy. 
 
    If she’d been just a little bigger, I might have managed to twist an elbow back to do some damage, but the damn sucker-fish was too tight against my back.   
 
    As if reading my thoughts, she cackled again.  “Sorry dearie, but you’re just going to have to die so I can get paid and retire to a little cottage by a sun-drenched sea.” 
 
    You’re going to retire all right; to the private hell reserved for people who piss me off. 
 
    “You’re working for the Summer Court?” I probed. 
 
    “I’m not saying, poor, doomed fool.  You’ll just have to take your questions with you to the grave.” 
 
    The only part of her I could reach was her jutting knees.  Her legs were still sunless-white, but more muscular than the real Lilja’s were.  I grabbed the hag just above the knees where a knew a particularly painful set of pressure points were located.  The golden energy inside me flowed to my hands, pooling in fingers like prisms that dug into her dream-flesh.  She sizzled as golden jags fire-cooked her flesh, wreathing her knees, all the while, I applied my whole strength to breaking bones.  Darkness is just one of my weapons. 
 
    Monolog with me, freak?  I’ll teach you who’s going to eat whom.  
 
    I filled my thought with ripping out her heart and eating it raw—with no salt—knowing she was tapping into my thoughts.  I savored the mental meal as she screamed from the damage I inflicted.  My fingers pierced deep.   Gripping exposed muscle, I ripped it from the bone. 
 
    Her scream filled the void and made me happy.   
 
    I so love sharing my pain. 
 
     Her knees were about to separate from the upper thighs when she gave up her death grip on me and tried to shove away.  I say tried because I let one leg go and used both hands on the other leg to keep her close as I spun on a vertical axis in the quasi-stellar void for a good look at her.  Her glamour had fallen from pain, but her dazed expression indicated shock was setting in to numb her.  She was dressed the way you’d expect from a dark fey: a black, spider-silk dress as clingy as the hag-rider herself, bracelets of antique gold on her arms that had been hidden up until now, and black hair with streaks of gray.   
 
    Despite the hag identity, she was mature without yet having surrendered to wrinkles.  Obviously eating other people’s souls agreed with her.  I don’t think she’d drained much from me; just because I couldn’t use my shadow power didn’t mean it was there, insulating me.  
 
    “Let me go, you monster!” she gasped. 
 
    “That’s rather personal.  You’re the one who invited me to this party,” I said. 
 
    “I wanted to kill you outright.  They insisted you be kept alive.” 
 
    “Your partners in crime?  Who are they, exactly?” 
 
    “Can’t…tell you.  This job came with a geas to prevent you from using me against them.  Even if it kills me—I can’t say.” 
 
    “You’re already dead,” I told her.  You just don’t know it.  You accepted a death sentence with this job.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Everything dies. Everything 
 
    screams. That’s how I like it.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    She kicked at my hands, a sudden bid to break my grip.  Her wounds were already healing.  She needed to separate us or escaping this place would take us both to where her body slept.  She’d wake up there and be a ghost of myself but with enough power for vengeance.  
 
    Her kicks grew feeble and stopped.  She glared with deep irritation.  “Why won’t you just let me kill you?” 
 
    “I get that all the time.”  I had her by the left thigh as she floated there, her dress riding up from her exertions.  “Did they even tell you who you were messing with?” 
 
    “Some rogue shadow mage that needed killin’ was how they put it tuh me.” Her voice acquired a slight lilt, almost musical.  “Are you sayin’ it’s not true?” 
 
    “That you were sent here to make sure of me means they wanted us both dead.  I am Caine Deathwalker, your High King, chosen by the triune goddess of Fairy to heal the land.  I am half shadow-mage, half-dragon: The God of Shadows, Emperor of the Dragon World, and on Earth—demon lord, and heir by pending marriage to all the vampire clans.” 
 
    “I never had a chance,” she said. 
 
    “Not one.”   
 
    She seemed unimpressed by any of my titles.  That led me to believe she was a loner, what the other fey call a solitary of the wilds.  Such creatures could be very old and powerful: they were their own law and a general curse on everybody else. 
 
     I sighed with mock sympathy.  “You’ve been used and thrown away.  Whoever they are.  They know you’re not coming back.  They’re probably picking the gold bracelets off your sleeping body right now.” 
 
    With an expression of horror, she looked at her arms.  I’d called it right because the gold bands were fading off her spirit-form, one by one.  “Those rotten cheaters!” she hissed. 
 
    “Breaking contract with a hired killer and robbing her blind; how sad.  They must not like soul-eating riders.” 
 
    “Aye,” she said, “though they used me well enough.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, and now it’s my turn.”  
 
    Her eyes widened.  “What does that mean?” 
 
    “No free rides.  You pay for everything.  You’ve fucked me over and now it’s your turn.  I’m using you to send a message.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide.  “No!”   
 
    At dragon-speed, I made a spear of my cupped left hand and drove it into her abdomen, up through the diaphragm, to grab at the place where her heart would have been if she were really here in bodily form, not a quasi-material projection solidified by the conditions of this part of the astral dimensions.   
 
    What I grabbed wasn’t her heart but a fistful of dark energy; what passed for the core of her soul.  I pulled it out of her and once more held a darkness that would respond to my will.  The dark blob became a short sword that I transferred to my right hand, letting go of her leg.   
 
    With dark residue still clinging to my left fingers, I drew a magical glyph on her leg before she could recover and escape my reach.  She looked pretty dead, but fey vamps were as tough as the Earth variety.  She could suddenly recover.  I had no doubts that her sleeping body was in shock, maybe having a real heart attack. 
 
    One can only hope. 
 
    I willed myself to chase after her as she drifted away.  Closing in a moment, I lopped her head off at the neck. Spinning, I kicked her face and drove her head at high speed toward the orange sun.  My kick sent me pirouetting a while until I spared a divine thought to stop my motion.   
 
    Her head dwindled to a point where it was lost in sun-fire.  I couldn’t tell when it hit the flames, but an indication might have been when her body paled to gray, shot through with static, and then exploded in dragon fire. 
 
    I hoped the glyph I’d put on her leg would transfer some of my magic back to her real body on Fairy.   
 
    In my mind, I could see her reclining on a bed, thieves in her cottage, stripping off her gold, looking for more, only to be caught by a backwash of dragon flame stronger than napalm.  It saddened me I couldn’t hear those screams and view the deaths first hand.  I couldn’t even be sure I’d gotten them all.   
 
    My real goal was to damage the paraphernalia they were using to hold me here.  If that happened… 
 
    I flickered and shadow geysered out of me, forming armor and giant black wings.  The little short sword I held became the mother of all broadswords as my own power amplified it. 
 
    The bruise-blue void with its cloudy, pulsating clumps of blackness, shuddered.  I watched the two suns as black talons closed upon them, squashing the suns into small globules of fire that daubed the clouds.  The fire hadn’t been natural here.  This area of the astral planes had finally managed to fix itself—sort of. 
 
    A lot of power wasted, trying to kill me.  I suppose I’d better see if I can pick up the trail. 
 
    I folded my dark shadow-wings around me in a cocoon and wrenched myself out of what passed for reality around here.  My dream-self occupied a private pocket of altered space, then my wings opened and I descended the evening sky of Fairy.  Fireflies blinked in tall grass that was silvered in the light of a half-moon.  The air smelled of peat and bog.  Frogs croaked a greeting.  In the deepening blue-velvet sky, a handful of stars were out, waiting for late-comers.  A bit of red sunlight lingered on the underbellies of a few distant clouds.  The wind was warm and wet. 
 
    I saw no sign of dragon fire.  I descended to a large hill, not wanting wet feet, and landed on a patch of spongy soil.  Something slithered off, afraid of me as well it should be.  Black wings fanned, I knelt and pushed my hands into the soil, communing with the world that loved me.  My recent cares departed, made small and meaningless.  Strength and magic flowed into me as my thoughts sank past layers of soil, finding the water table, and deeper realms where cypress roots tangled and the earth-strength was a tide, flowing in waves, welling up from the deeper rock. 
 
    My awareness touched the lay lines, the magical arteries of the world.   I felt for pain, some kind of disturbance, but all was quiet.  Calm.  Like a dark angel, I arose on the wind and flew for miles, having no idea if I was even going the right direction.  I landed several times and tried to both sight and feel for dragon fire.  I crossed several kingdoms.  Seasons changed along with the time of day and night.  Each domain had the sun at different heights or the moon in various phases.  Sometimes, there was even more than one moon.  Sometimes it was small and distant, cold and oblivious.  Other times, the fey moon was bloated: pale green like molding cheese, icy pink, or lacy blue with craters suggesting a woman’s profile. 
 
    After several dozen landings, Fairy was more awake, happy with the attention I paid her, her magic a dazzle that gathered in my cupping wings, shimmering round me as I knelt, pouring out my thoughts, taking in the power of a god that was loved. 
 
    Finally, I located unnatural heat without a source; a place where the rocks screamed.  Getting a lock, I withdrew from communion and flew in that direction.  Beyond the borderland that was an extension of my own Dragon-eye Kingdom, I dropped onto rugged coastland hugged by a gray, stormy sea.  This part of Fairy had summoned a storm to kill the raging dragon-fire I’d set.   
 
    The magical rain had almost been too effective.  Had I been later, I might not have found the fine ash and the tumbled stones of a former building.  It seemed less like a fire had passed than a thunderclap and an explosion of savage force.  I felt fairly certain I’d killed a number of people here and at least one grove of wild olive trees.   
 
    I reabsorbed my wings and smiled as I walked the parameter and tamed the last fitful pockets of dragon-flame, snuffing them out.  The message I’d sent from the astral plane had been received.  I doubted the mysterious conspirators—if any survived—would hurry to try this tick again.  Still, I’d have to start setting stronger safeguards.  For all I knew, Flawless were behind this attack, egging my enemies on through their collaborators.   
 
    A shadow heaved itself up from the burnt ground as the storm slackened.  The hood of darkness split into thirds, each shadow condensing into a female shade; the threefold goddess of Fairy—the main deity acknowledged by most.  One was the Poetess, Mistress of the Unknown.  She was the type to do cryptic, open-mic poetry readings to those desperately trying to seem cool.  The second divine shade was the Smith: Mistress of Making, Lady of Fire and Earth.  The third phase of the goddess was the Healer, Mistress of Life.  She was a silver-haired crone leaning on a gnarled staff.  She was lean but looked less starved than the last time I’d seen her.   
 
    The young Poetess with gold-spun hair turned cerulean eyes my way. “High King in the land, Drinker of Shadows, was this your battleground, death among the pillows?” 
 
    “They came after me using a hag-rider, a conspiracy of magicians that wanted me dead in my sleep.” 
 
    The Smith held her hammer like she wanted to smash something.  Her eyes were red flames as she spoke.  We called you to the throne.  These vermin don’t just defy your authority, but ours as well.  They need to be hunted down.” 
 
    “Flidais could do this for us,” the Crone said. 
 
    “Yeah, unless she’s busy rutting with the Fenris.  They were exchanging very long looks last time I saw them on the Dragon World,” I said.   
 
    “Flesh is torn by life and worn by time’s might,” the Poetess said.  “We cannot fault the comfort of carnal delight.” 
 
    I nodded.   
 
    I’d actually have gone with: “Fucking is my life!  Everything else is foreplay.” 
 
    The crone looked over the half-melted clumps of stone debris and the burnt dirt, where there had once been vegetation.  “It’s too bad your defense was so exuberant; if we had a corpse or two for study, we’d know more.” 
 
    I had to sigh in agreement.  “I was sending a message.  When word gets out, folks will know the cost of failure.  It will act as a deterrent.” 
 
    “You need to stay in Fairy as High King and make this work,” the Smith said.  “You keep jumping worlds like there’s no place you belong.  Caine, you’re not an outsider anymore.” 
 
    “That’s wishful thinking.  I’m half-human shadow mage and half dragon.  I wasn’t born on this world.  To many, that’s not a failing they’ll let me forget.  It’s also short-sighted.  Fairy may be able to defeat one or two of the Flawless on its own, but after enough defeats, they’re going to start attacking in fleets.  I need the resources of many worlds, even some of the hell-dimensions, to defend against that and eventually take the fight to the enemy.  Izumi is my queen.  Start using her in my place to work with the nobles.” 
 
    That reminded me; I needed to see her.  It had been way too long.  I gotta go, guys.  You know what they say: no rest for the wicked.” 
 
    I opened a shadow-portal, a dark eye edged in golden lighting, and stepped through, closing the portal behind me.  I punched part of it out into the Winter Court’s Great Hall and stepped out.  My arrival caused a stir among the guards stationed there, but they knew me as an alley.  And still didn’t attack.   
 
    A trumpet blew.  A herald bellowed, “His Highness in Glory, the High King of Fairy!” 
 
     The nobles in the hall waiting on the Ice Queen, my mother-in-law,  
 
    Bowed deeply to me in their fine silks and jewels.  Most of them wore rapiers of silver.  The metal should have been too weak for the demands placed on a sword, but these had been hammered on the forge in the light of the moon with strengthening magic cast upon them.  They’d hold up against steel.  I needed a fleet of magic-driven ships to fight the Flawless, and this type of spell was going to prove very useful. 
 
    On the throne, a woman sat in midnight-blue silks, her lavender-blue hair piled high.  A tiara and necklace of blue diamonds adorned her.  At first glance, she resembled Izumi, just a bit shorter, looking barely legal due to her magical glamour.  She stood to greet me as I approached, letting my portal close behind me.  Her azure eyes shone with the strongest ice magic in the land.   
 
    I didn’t see Izumi. The chief chamberlain stood beside the throne.  He wore a cranberry-colored silk overtunic with dark green leggings, and a necklace of gold with a jeweled shield on it: his badge of office.  He bowed as well but didn’t quite hide a bit of distaste over my presence.  He didn’t know it, but that little sneer put him on my list of people to be investigated.   
 
    I stepped up onto the dais without waiting to be invited.  As High King, I outranked the planet—except for a handful of preindustrial gods and goddesses.  Queen Kellyn held out her arms for a hug.  For the Ice Queen, she was plenty warm to me, kissing my cheek, smiling with sincere pleasure—that could have meant nothing at all since she had a strong glamour.  But I was her son-in-law, and that put her daughter on the throne of the Dragon-Eye Kingdom and also made Izumi High Queen of all Fairy.  And fey found it difficult to conceive and maintain their populations.  My proven fertility in knocking Izumi up was a valuable commodity.  If there was any place I could expect to be well received, it was here. 
 
    Kellyn pulled back.  “Izumi has been impatient for your visit.  Be sure to tell her how beautiful she looks when you seek out her chambers.  Pregnant women can be a little insecure.” 
 
    “I’ll remember.  There’s one thing I need to warn you about.” 
 
    She arched a regal eyebrow.  “Oh?” 
 
    “There’s a faction of magic-users, probably nobles, that have formed an alliance against Izumi and me.  I was high-jacked to the dream-lands and attacked there by a hag-rider used as a pawn.  That’s all I know of them.  I’d increase security and keep an eye out for strangers.” 
 
    The queen shifted her stare to her Chief Chamberlain.  “See to it.” 
 
    “Yes, my queen.” 
 
    “And one more thing,” I said.  “Your grandson, Colin, is a bit precocious.  He’s been jumping the timeline all over the place lately.  If a teenager shows up with white hair and powerful ice magic, calling you Grandma, don’t have the guards throw him out.  He’s the real deal.” 
 
    There was a blast of cold, ice-blue light behind me.  I turned and there he was.  I didn’t have my youthful memories of battling the Flawless with him and getting my first tattoo, but I’d seen him once with my younger self; this was Colin.   
 
    Wearing hiking boots, jeans, and a puffy pirate shirt of all things, he stomped up onto the dais, smiling at Queen Kellyn.  “Hi, Grams, got any food around this place?” 
 
    She smiled at me.  “We’ve met.” 
 
    Colin walked past me with a “Hi, Dad” and threw himself into his grandmother’s arms so he could be spoiled.  It probably didn’t hurt that—to his eyes—she was a hot teen cheerleader.  Who wouldn’t want to be hugged by that?  I felt a twinge of jealously even though I was glad he had family that loved him.   
 
    The chatter in the Great Hall increased.  I was guessing everyone knew who Colin was.   
 
    “I’m going to catch up with Izumi,” I said.  “We need some time together.” 
 
    My way of letting them know not to come knocking, the bed might be rocking. 
 
    They ignored me as I wandered off. 
 
    I hopped off the dais and went toward one of the back hallways.  I knew my way around and didn’t need an escort, waving them off as I went.  I took a few passages and climbed some stairs, soon reaching the royal quarters.  I entered Izumi’s suite, closed the door behind me, and locked it.  I got a few feet in when Izumi all but tackled me.  Her arms encircled my waist.  She stretched up; lips puckered for a kiss.  I didn’t disappoint.  Her lips were cold but inviting.  I activated a shadow tatt that raised my body temperature to a fevered blaze.  Heat would be needed in the bedroom.  When Izumi climaxed, she often iced over, losing her grip on her ice magic.  Once, in the early days, I’d almost broken off my cock in her, back when I didn’t have a spare.  Horrified, I’d learned a valuable lesson about that. 
 
    My hands wandered freely, as did hers.  It was a race to see whose tongue would invade who’s mouth first.  As her cold and my heat canceled out, she tore at me, finding armored darkness instead of clothing.  She broke off the kissing.  “How do you get this stuff off?” 
 
    I absorbed the darkness into my body, leaving bare skin under her touch. 
 
    “Much better,” she said. 
 
    It was her turn.  I pushed her hands away and went to work on the fastenings of her medieval-style gown.  When I’d first met Izumi, she was on the run from her mother who was trying to marry her off before she hit sixteen and became an old maid.  As part of her disguise among humans on Earth, she used her glamour to take on a Japanese appearance, complete with eye-folds, black hair in place of snow-white, black eyes in place of ice-blue.  I still called her Izumi as she wished, but she’d compromised with her mom by going back to looking like a fey princess. 
 
    I didn’t mind; it was like getting to fuck an entirely new person without having your old girlfriend stab you in the spleen with a steak knife.  In fact, among the fey—with all the glamourizing going on—you could never be sure of just who you might have in your bed.  Or what. 
 
    Izumi was deliciously exquisite. Like Gloria, she seemed to have reached cheerleader age and then suspended time for herself.  Her dress sagged to the floor.  Her bared tits were full, round, and defied gravity, begging to be mauled—which I did.  Her nipples were hard and frigid, warming as I suckled her and laved them with my tongue.   
 
    “You don’t know how I’ve missed this!” she said. 
 
    Why is it when you stop bruising a woman’s lips with kisses, they have to start talking? 
 
    I slowly eased to my knees, leaving a trail of feathery soft kisses down her torso.  I licked the hollow of her belly button and kept moving south as she moaned softly.  Pausing. I looked at her, running a hand over the beginning of a bulge.  “Just how far along are you,” I asked. 
 
    “Never mind that now; go back to what you were doing.” 
 
    Her pubic hair was a thin haze of crisp white that I kissed my way past.  I held one hand at the small of her back to lend support as she widened her stance, opening access to my lips and tongue.  I nuzzled, tasting her tender flesh.  Her glamour made sure I enjoyed myself, giving her a cool wintergreen scent with a hint of lavender flavor. 
 
    “This would go a lot better in an actual bed,” she said. 
 
    “You started out here,” I reminded her.  “But I remember where the bedroom is.”  I stood and scooped her up and carried her there to prove it.  She hung onto me as I buckled my knees to gently lower her. 
 
    “I’m not made of glass.  I expect a certain amount of roughness, love.” 
 
    “So, I can tie you to the bed and bring out the riding crop?  Has baby been naughty?  Need a spanking?” 
 
    “I just need you, in me.  I’ve heard that a certain part of a woman gets incredibly sensitive when pregnant.  I want to test that theory.” 
 
    So, we did.  And I have the scars to prove it. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Expectations give you 
 
    everything to lose.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I was caught in a stale, reoccurring nightmare where I fornicated with naga snake-demons, only these were reversed:  instead of being snake from the waist down, they were snake from the waist up, with black eyes in their fanged, hairless heads, and no arms or tits.  That wasn’t too bad since they had the appropriate holes down below to take a pounding from both my divine cocks.  The only problem was they tended to bite and constrict when climaxing.  My immunity to most venoms was being severely tested. 
 
    I was on my dozenth fuck when the naga involved swelled up and popped like a balloon from the hydraulic pressure I was exerting.  Both my cocks were freed, proceeded to spurt thick white ropes of cum. 
 
    And then they fell off. 
 
    I ran around with cocks in hand, screaming for superglue, until I suddenly remembered this was just a dream.  Relief flooded me. 
 
    Fuck! 
 
    The snake harem faded to black as sleep dragged me deeper down.  My mind drifted in darkness for an unknown time, then a new dream opened around me.  The colors were vivid.  I was in Colt’s room.  It was dimly lit.  I seemed to hover wraith-like over the bed.  Below me was Lilja.  Her white hair gleamed as a soft light irradiated her eyelids from within.  She wore my too-large black tee-shirt and Colt’s gray gym shorts, sprawled haphazardly on the covers.   
 
    So, am I dreaming of her, or invading a dream of her dreaming herself?  
 
    A bedroom window exploded inward as a giant beast caved in the wall.  A long silver neck supported the head of a silver dragon that shrugged off debris, crowding in.   
 
    Lilja dragged herself to a sitting position, rubbing the grit of sleep from her eyes, groggy.  Her hand fell away.  Her eyes opened wide.  She screamed.   
 
    And then the silver dragon had her in a massive front claw.  The beast scrambled back and ell out the hole it had made.  In my dream form, I followed, a ghost in the wind.  The dragon fell a bit but pumped its wings and fought for altitude.  It flew off as if pursued by a hungry hell.  The silver arced into the sky, streaking toward a world I knew.  The Dragon World.  He had his hostage and was getting away. 
 
    Then Selene—in her Red dragon form—streamed past me like a fury of blood and flame.  She chased after the silver dragon.  I managed to stay up with her.   
 
    The Red Moon dwindled. 
 
    The escaping silver dragons flew through a wall of its kind, a defensive screen prepared in advance.  I hoped Lilja breached atmosphere somewhere before her lungs burst. 
 
    Selene tore into the silver dragons that blocked her.  Beams of solar fire played over her scales.  She screamed, answering with dragon flame and slashing claws, a whirling storm of destruction.  Silver dragon body parts fell in bloody chunks back toward the Red Moon. 
 
    And I jerked awake, recognizing my dream as a psychic premonition.  I magically summoned my phone to call Selene.   
 
    She answered.  “Yes, love?” 
 
    “Keep an eye out for silver dragons.  They’re…” 
 
    “They’re here,” Selene’s voice went manically happy.  “Excuse me, but I have to go kill some vermin.” 
 
    “Wait a second…!” 
 
    The connection broke. 
 
    Double fuck! 
 
    Someone moved in the bed next to me.  The covers fell down from her head and shoulders.  She rolled toward me and took my phone, throwing it off the bed.  She kissed me; lips cold as Death.  Her hand went under the covers to grip me firmly between the legs.  Izumi stared into my eyes.  “Selene’s had you enough lately.  It’s my turn now.” 
 
    “But there’s a major problem.” 
 
    “She’s a goddess-dragon.  She’ll deal with it.” 
 
    “I just think…” 
 
    Izumi slipped under the covers and her mouth engulfed one of my joy-sticks.  After that, I stopped thinking. 
 
      
 
    When I roused from a second bout of sleep, it was hours later and for the first time in a long while, I felt fully regenerated from my efforts to save the Dragon World.  Divinely super-charging the shrines to withstand the death of my first Flawless had taken a lot out of me.  As had the battles since.  I faced the fact that I needed more time here.  Like a god-domain, Fairy formed the core to most of my power; it’s Shadow Court especially beefing up the shadow mage power I’d inherited from my father.   
 
    Potentially, the Dragon World could catch up in supplying my regenerative needs but my mother’s people would have to buy into the concept of me being a dragon-god they prayed to. Theoretically, this was doable.  They’d long accepted Selene as a goddess, but then, she asked nothing of them but license to run amok which every dragon considers their natural birthright. 
 
    It’s curious, the more power I have, the more I need to use.  Hmmm.  Seems like I’m forgetting something. 
 
    I swung my feet to the wolf-skin rug beside the bed and let the covers fall off me.  Standing, I magically clothed myself in an armor of darkness.  Izumi’s side of the bed was empty.  I assumed she’d gone to spend time with her mom and Colin.  I went into the outer hall and recognized Myrrh, the oldest daughter to the Clan-Mother of the Black Dragon Clan.  She wore black silk robes and carried a set of blackened daggers on a chain-link belt.  A necklace dangled from the slim column of her neck: a golden dragon talon gripping an obsidian teardrop.   
 
    Six warriors were with her.  Unlike my armored shell, their armor was crafted from steel and painted black.  They wore surcoats over their torsos: black cloth with a golden star over their hearts.  The stars emblems were made of stylized forks of lightning.  
 
    Clearly a symbol of me.  I need to register that as an official trademark so I can get licensing fees if it catches on. 
 
    At my appearance, everyone went down on one knee, bowing their heads.  Myrrh spoke: “My Lord-Emperor, I am here as liaison to your most faithful clan.  These warriors with me shall serve as your honor guard until relieved by the next shift.” 
 
    I couldn’t complain; I was the one who’d appointed her to that position.  I didn’t need the protection of the guards, but she might in my service, and it was a status symbol so I didn’t complain.  I did have one question. 
 
    “How did you find me here in Fairy?” 
 
    “We went with the Red Clan honor guard to Selene, our empress, and she was kind enough to open a portal for us.”   
 
    Selene!  Lilja!  Damn.  I wonder how that turned out.  I need to call Selene when I get a chance.  And I need to touch base with Izumi before I go, updating her on the situation with the Flawless. 
 
    Myrrh’s expression clouded slightly. “Selene said something about being happy to share her inconveniences with you.” 
 
     “The empress is not used to royal treatment,” I explained.  “After all, she wasn’t born to the Golden Clan like I was.  She’s less used to the trappings of power and all that goes with it.” 
 
    She ruthlessly wields power with no thought for anything but her own will.  That’s one of the things I love about her.  I’m sure she has things well in hand.  Or claw. 
 
    Myrrh’s brow cleared.  “I had hoped we were not seen as a burden to you.” 
 
    “I am High King of Fairy as well as Lord of the Dragon World.  That means I can’t lie anymore.  I will, in fact, have a need at times for you to lie on my behalf when I need an enemy deceived.  Learn to pick up on my knowing glances and unspoken expectations.  I appointed you because I expect you to be useful.  Don’t disappoint me.” 
 
    “Never my Lord-emperor.” 
 
    “It’s God-Emperor, actually.  How did Queen Kellyn react when you rode Selene’s portal into this keep past the magical wards?” 
 
    “We appeared in her Great Hall and immediately knelt to show respect.  Her own guards were quite concerned, of course.  She ordered them to stand down so we could explain ourselves—thus combat was avoided.” 
 
    Myrrh has a good head for dramatic situations.  That will prove useful. 
 
    She went on with her account: “We were brought here to your door and told not to move about without you.  The queen says you will be held responsible for us.” 
 
    “Sounds like her.  At least you’re not under guard.” 
 
    Myrrh gave me a quirky smile.  “No, but we have been watched.  Every now and then over the last couple of hours, maids and strolling nobles have used this hall, taking great pains not to give us too much attention.  If they were truly unconcerned, they’d have been a great deal more unrestrained, wanting what news we carried.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Fey are used to being superior and condescending.  They prefer to be sneaky when a casual conversation or two would work so much better.” 
 
    Myrrh inclined her head in agreement. 
 
    “You’ve been on guard for hours; do any of you need to use my restroom before we go among the fey?  A pit stop might be wise.  Who knows how long we’ll be tied up with affairs of state?” 
 
    Myrrh looked at her people.  “That might be wise.” 
 
    I opened my door and let them into Izumi’s chambers, pointing them toward her royal privy.  “Over there.” 
 
    It took a while, and Myrrh waited to go last.  It would have been longer but the armored guards had a hinging flap over their privates so they could relieve themselves quickly when encamped for upcoming battles.  They wore a padded suit under their armor, but it too had a front flap for easy access.   
 
    The castle plumbing worked like real plumbing, though the water and heat were supplied by magic as necessary.  Dragon World plumbing, like Earth’s, used no magic at all except for the self-administering toilet bowl cleaner that fought ugly stains on two worlds. 
 
    With that basic chore completed for everyone, we returned to the Great Hall.  Unnecessarily protected, I retraced my earlier path to the Throne Room, noticing more guards on duty than before.  There were visitors from other courts present, and chamber music softly played from a balcony.   
 
    This time, upon entering, a herald raised his voice to announce my presence.  “His august lord in glory, Caine Deathwalker, High King of Fairy, Emperor of the Dragon World, Demon Lord of Earth, and Destroyer of Tartus.” 
 
    That last one was new.  I wondered who’d written the script. 
 
    The talking in the hall came to a sharp end.  In the silence, I walked from the back hall entrance, around to the front of the dais where I saw Queen Kellyn on her throne, Izumi on the smaller throne beside her, and Colin standing between the thrones, all the aristocracy ranked in the middle of the Great Hall, their eyes on my movements. 
 
    Something really feels off here. 
 
    On one side of the dais, the Chief Chamberlain stood beside someone in cleric robes of white with a sash of ice-blue to match the collar. 
 
    I climbed onto the dais.  My escort trued to follow but I waved them back.  “This is not my throne room.  It is for Queen Kellyn to decide who may approach her in matters of State.” 
 
    There had been a sour look on the chief Chamberlain’s face until I spoke up.  He’d been about to speak but swallowed his words.  I turned to face the queen more fully. “I do not come into your court as anything other than your son-in-law, Izumi’s husband, and Colin’s future father.”  I bowed with respect and held it; my face down, waiting. 
 
    “You may rise and approach, Lord Deathwalker,” Kellyn said.  “I do not forget you are High King and that I rule by your tolerance.  Nor am I unhappy about that.  Or the child you have given my daughter.  And that only honor touches us all, we are gathered here to renew your vows before the people of this kingdom.  My grandson will have the legitimacy of a true heir.  And once he is born and of a suitable age, he will be welcomed here in fosterage—as his mother takes her place on the queen’s throw beside the High King.”  
 
    Let the visitors from the other kingdoms bear witness we do things by the ancient traditions in the Winter Court,” 
 
    Oh, so that’s what this is about.  Izumi is making sure her child is legitimate and won’t have to bear the stigma of being a bastard child. 
 
    Izumi rose and came to me.  Taking my arm, she turned me toward the cleric, a well-placed trap falling into place.  I didn’t know why they were surprising me; I’d have gone along with this. 
 
    As the cleric came forward, Izumi whispered.  “I made it easy on you by writing the vows myself.  All you have to do is to read them.” 
 
    She slipped me a folded piece of paper.   
 
    I unfolded it and scanned the print quickly.  I arched an eyebrow while slanting her a look.  “It’s in Elvin.  I speak it, but I can’t read it that well.  Don’t worry, I’ll just wing it.” 
 
    For some reason, she suddenly looked panic-stricken. 
 
    I smiled.  “Or I could just say what I think it ought to say.” 
 
    She looked even more desperate.   
 
    A red-copper light flashed and Colt’s portal opened just off of the dais.  I looked over.  Sixteen-year-old Colt stepped out—with his demon sword in hand and assorted pieces of Kevlar strapped on over a black jumpsuit.  His face was hard, especially the eyes that sought me out.  
 
    He stepped up on stage, focused solely on me.  “I saw the footage at the TV station.  You gave Vivian’s body to Kane as some sort of collectible.  You’re going to get her back before he encases her in liquid acrylic and sets her up in his private museum.” 
 
    “You want to keep her in your room so you can moon over her corpse instead?” I asked. 
 
    “Just go get her!” Colt said. 
 
    “Why not get her yourself if you know where she is?” I asked.  “I’m kind of busy here committing polygamy.” 
 
    Izumi elbowed me in the ribs.   
 
    I winced. 
 
    “It’s legal on Fairy,” she said.  “Don’t make it sound like a crime.” 
 
    I coughed a splatter of shadow onto my fist.  It almost looked like blood.  “Sorry.” 
 
    “I didn’t hurt you!” she said. 
 
    “I’m definitely adding a no-hitting-your-husband clause to your vows.”  I evaporated the shadow and looked back at Colt.  “Go talk to Kane.” 
 
    “I did.  He says he keeps what he takes and that if I try to take her body, it will be ashes before I get it.” 
 
    “Cremation by fire isn’t a bad way to go,” I said.  “You should have called his bluff.  You could at least have gotten an urn of ashes out of the situation.  What?  You’re still thinking you can track down her soul and bring her back to life?  You seriously need to go read Pet Cemetery.  That kind of thing never works out well.” 
 
    Hearing the heated words, and seeing Colt’s portal was still open—a possible source of new danger—the palace guards were edging in, weapons out, getting ready for a rush.   
 
    Izumi looked like she wanted to cry icicles. 
 
    Then Colin surged past me in a flying tackle that took Colt full-on, forcing him back into his portal.  It closed. 
 
    That’s one more issue delayed.  Too many of these are piling up.  I really do need to start delegating authority. 
 
    I turned my attention to the cleric.  “Now, where were we?” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Death doesn’t only walk with me; 
 
    he licks the blood off my boots.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Alone, having temporarily ditched my honor guard, I hung in a sky already darkened by storm clouds rolling in from the sea, thunderheads throwing jagged purple lightning back and forth at my back.  Having jumped from Fairy, I still wore my human form, having added armor of hardened darkness with golden blades of light—like dragonfly wings—stabbing out my back.  I also wore the ballcap.  Its black color made the spy-cam lens harder for others to see.  I’d adapted the cap, deciding that recording my triumphs might prove useful later for propaganda purposes. 
 
    The Dragon Worlds’ Eastern Sea surged below.  I stared ahead at the chalk-white cliffs of Silver Cove.  The entire face was utilized; full of tunnel mouths and the chiseled residences of nobility along the top.  Ornate balconies and cavernous plazas housed businesses.  Docks at the base of the cliffs extended out over the sea, offering anchorage for massive barges. 
 
    Atop the cliff, well back from the high edge, the great palace of the Silver Clan crouched in menace: a cluster of domed towers and great block-like structures surrounded by courtyards and gardens.  This was the seat of power for the Silver Dragon Clan.  Almost a second capital, the city had lain far enough from the Royal City to have weathered the Flawless attack with little damage.  The jewel winds had barely scarred the land anywhere close to here.   
 
    I intended to remedy such a lack of suffering.   
 
    Pain needs to be shared. 
 
    I didn’t sense Lilja’s presence at all.  But her voice still haunted me; an echo from my dreams.  In the back shadows of my mind where my dragon usually slept, I still caught a thread of anguished crying: Daddy!  I’m scared. 
 
    I didn’t know if she could hear me in turn but I mentally called to her: I’m coming.  It won’t be much longer. 
 
    I opened my eyes.  The soul-tie had brought me this close.  It would bring us together or a lot of silver dragon clansmen were going to die.  The tie was the one thing the Silver Clan hadn’t counted on.  Me either.  I thought I’d purged the dark entity from my soul on the astral planes, giving it its own form.  But we were bound in a way similar to the mating-bond my dragon and Selene shared. 
 
    By threatening Lilja, they thought to control me—and by extension the Dragon Empire.   
 
    I will not let that happen.  What is mine—is mine! 
 
    Golden eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind.  When are you going to do something about that crying?  I’m trying to sleep, here. 
 
    Wherever she is, they’re keeping her in strong light, away from all shadows, blocked by magic, otherwise, I could find her. 
 
    So, what do we do? My dragon asked. 
 
    “I want to burn the city out of existence—slowly—until they give her up,” I said.   
 
    And hope we don’t kill her ourselves? 
 
    “There was a time,” I said, “not too many years ago when I’d have done just that.  But I’ll be undamned if I lose another person needlessly.”  An image of Vivian, freshly dead in my arms, flashed across my thoughts.  “Fun and games can come once we have Lilja back.” 
 
    Which means what? My dragon asked.  Stealth mode?  If the whole city population turns silver dragon and comes after us, we could take some damage.  And how will you find her in miles of buried city? 
 
    “Not stealth mode,” I said.  “Blitzkrieg.  I’m going to saturate the area with shadow and snuff everyone out that can’t ingest that power.  That will be the silver dragons.” 
 
    You could trigger Lilja.  Your dark-self was designed by your father to be “evil in a can”, an ultimate threat sealed away to deal with the cosmic horror of the Flawless.  She’s potentially a final solution as dangerous to reality as the Flawless themselves.  She might not be there quite yet, but if she’s destabilized—something very dangerous could break loose and maybe eat the planet for dinner. 
 
    I sighed.  “That’s just a risk the Dragon World will have to take.” 
 
    You’re not even going to put it to a vote? 
 
    “I have veto power, so what would be the point? 
 
    Fine.  Do things your way.  Just don’t get me killed along with you. 
 
    “Exactly how am I going to manage that?  If I go, so do you.” 
 
    I miss the old you.  This is usually the point where you’d tell me a comforting lie or distract me with treasure. 
 
    “There’s a lot of treasure here.  When the city dies, all it owns is up for grabs.” 
 
    Treasure? 
 
    “So, here I go.” 
 
    I gave up corporeality.  Like a jinni from a bottle, shadow magic unfurled, living darkness that swallowed light, casting a pall over the city like a shadow cast by a glamoured giant.  The sun became just a slightly bright smudge in the sky until the advancing clouds hid that as well.  Like an extension of touch, I gained more sensory depth from the murk; what it touched, so did I.  I felt the silver dragons in the streets, on the balconies, and the docks as their motion stalled.   
 
    The silver dragon clansmen stared up into the sky, looking for the cause of the gloom.  They saw the clouds through my dimness, and the pulse of lightning—not nearly as bright as it ought to be—and just stood there as my shadow squeezed.  Their bodies crumpled, imploding as if under many fathoms of heavy ocean.  They fell to lie still in death.   
 
    Sad really, hundreds gone.  Just like that.  On the bright side, they didn’t suffer for long.  And I’d have fewer needing protection the next the Flawless to show up.  Really, a win-win situation. 
 
    And it bought me time before the subterranean levels grew alerted, emptying out.  I didn’t want a dragon army breathing solar plasma as a distraction while I hunting Lilja.   
 
    When what’s at stake is valuable, it’s always best to cheat.   
 
    The golden eyes in the back shadows of my mind bobbed as my inner dragon nodded agreement.  Amen! 
 
    My pall ascended even to the clouds, stirring them up with fey storm magic.  They seethed with my rage.  Thunder gave voice to my indignity.  Rain fell, a veil for my living shadow to hide in.  Lightning webbed and leaped from cloud to cloud, and surged down to the city, slashing along streets, blasting surface buildings.   
 
    But not the Silver Clan Palace.  Every instinct told me Lilja was there.  People keep their treasure—and hostages—close.  The ones in power would have her at hand as insurance against exactly the type of operation I was now employing.  They’d expect conventional military action, not the vengeance of a god.  They didn’t believe in me that way or they’d never have dared touch what was mine. 
 
    Ah, so many people to hate and so little time! 
 
    I condensed my diffused gloom, which concentrated me over the Silver Palace.  I’d rather be making a killing at the Silver Palace in Las Vegas, but you play the hand you’re dealt along with whatever cards are up your sleeve. 
 
    I invaded the windows and moved room by room, hall by hall, to fill every nook and cranny.  And I killed as I went; everything that wasn’t Lilja.  I’d find her and the dying would stop.  Maybe. 
 
    I worked downward, from tower to ground, from the central clump of building down toward the basements.  I didn’t really expect o have to go into the buried city, but I would.  Sensory input came from everywhere but I didn’t keep score of those crumpling in death, organs pulping and bones shattering like fire-crackers popping.   
 
    I only cared if I found someone not a Silver Clan dragon in human form.  In those instances, a little more awareness made sure I didn’t kill someone worth saving.  At my touch, the black dragons fell to their knees, radiating reverence, heads bowed in prayer—knowing my touch for the death it could be.  
 
    I spared all Black Clan Dragons, even those cooperating with the Silvers.  I found an occasional red and green dragon as well and left them alive to later tell the story of my passing over.   
 
    Who knows, this could be the start of a new national holiday.  Shadow-Pass, the day the silvers died. 
 
    My inner dragon began to hum the Don Mclean song: American Pie. 
 
    You’d think giving up physical form would diffuse your thoughts, too, making you vacuous and vague.  I didn’t find this to be true; instead, my thoughts were black lightning webbing my own shadow.  If anything, my thoughts seemed to move even faster so that those in the palace moved slowly.  Sensory images formed a patchwork quilt in my mind.  I realized it was my inner dragon anchoring me, making sense of the data-storm, adding his guidance to my movements.  We were together in this, sharing the bloodfest equally. 
 
    It didn’t matter that silvers died that had not struck out at me.  They were dying for the sins of their leaders.  So that others wouldn’t make this mistake again, whole families needed to die.  Even children.  It was the cost of future peace.  I’d hoped to avoid a massive purge, letting the silvers off as long as they just went for me.   
 
    At my core, I held thoughts of Colt, and Selene, Xan, Colin, Julia, and so many others that could die as Vivian had.  I had to send a message that hostages would not prevent awful retaliation.  What I did here needed to shock the world. 
 
    I reached the royal chambers in the back of a throne room.  I seeped in under numerous doors, a fine black mist on the floor.  I kept killing, whirling up as black clouds, becoming an iron fist around all those I found.  Bones crunched, hearts bursting, I left my prey behind, searching.  The Clan leader’s bedroom I found empty.  But the fireplace was raised on what was normally a hidden mechanism.  A secret passage remained open and unguarded.  An intense white light poured from the passage.  It had magical force, slamming against my shadow form.  I pushed against the resistance, wading slowly into the torrent. 
 
    This must be where they’ve been keeping her so I couldn’t find her.  It’s strongly warded.  But warded against a shadow mage.  Not a god.  Before this is over, they will understand the difference. 
 
    Voices reached me.  “Has she gone blind yet?” 
 
    “We don’t know.  She cried blood or a while, then her eyes filled with absolute darkness.  We’re not sure what that means.  We’re not even sure if she’s human or demon.” 
 
    “Well, at least she’s stopped whimpering.  That was really getting on my nerves.” 
 
    She wasn’t done with crying.  She was still calling out to me.  This close, I heard her clearly: Daddy!  Daddy!  Save me! 
 
    A cold dark shell formed as my shadow-self took on human form again, armored, wings of golden light fanning from my back.  I formed a black sword of darkness and held it before me, slicing into the light, making a path where none should be possible. 
 
    And then I was through their barrier. 
 
    I covered my eyes with dark lenses of shadow to see in the blaze.  Past the ward, I saw a large chamber with chains on the walls.  Lilja was there.  Blood streak her face.  She had wept tears of blood, but they’d also cut off her eyelids.  There were no bars, just stone walls, and the channels of a spell circle carved into the floor.   
 
    Four mages sat at cardinal points of the pattern.  Mages of light and fire.  At the center of the circle, a scooped-out hollow served as a fire pit.  It didn’t burn wood or coal.   Energy plasma churned there.  The same stuff a clansman breathed when transformed into a dragon.  There were a number of black-clad children sprawled on the pattern, their lives sacrificed to feed the plasma and its light-storm.  Something told me these were Black Clan children that had gone missing. 
 
    Watching it all, their backs to me, was a mage in high robes of office and the Lord of the Silver Clan. 
 
    “How much longer do we need to feed the light?” the Master Mage asked. 
 
    “Until the abomination of an Emperor comes to claim his hell-spawn daughter.  Not that I’ll give her back.  I haven’t broken her in my bed yet.” 
 
    “She just a child.  Surely we can afford a little mercy.” 
 
    “She lives to keep the Demon Lord under control.  Once I find a way to kill him off, I will give her the mercy of death.  The same for that Xan creature—and all with tainted blood.”  The Clan Lord laughed.  “It is time for the Golden Clan to slide into obscurity as the Silver Clan ascends to take the reins of this world.” 
 
    I drove my sword toward the clan leader’s back.  At the last moment, he sensed me and turn just enough so I missed the heart.  Still, he went down with a satisfying hack of a cough, blood splattering from his lips while his legs buckled.   
 
    The High Mage stumbled through a turn and saw me.  He lifted his hands, a spell falling from his quivering lips.  I let my sword flicker out of existence so the Clan Lord could finish falling to the floor.   
 
     At that moment, handfuls of energy plasm from the pit were magically scooped up and hurled my way by the four mages controlling the spell circle. Like rogue comets, the plasma balls splattered my armor, clinging, trying to burn through.   
 
    Darkness ringed out from my soles.  The floor broke into heavy chunks that rained below, along with the Clan Leader and the mages.    I fed more and more shadow into my armor to replenish it until the last of the plasma slid off me, also dribbling into the lower chamber.  I walked mid-air over to Lilja who hung by her wrists against the wall. 
 
    I have the power to destroy a world, and this still happens… 
 
    I punched her chains against the wall and caught her before she could fall like the rest.  Chains and wall shattered satisfyingly but a core of dragon rage seethed in my belly.   I filled her shackles with darkness, letting it eat the metal, taking the steel to a pocket dimension: not a trophy; a reminder that now more than ever, I needed to protect what was mine.   
 
    In the lower chamber I’d opened up, I heard the rolling and sliding of stone on stone.  There was a wet sound accompanied by the snapping of bones.  Chewing followed, and the sound of a dragon’s growl of annoyance. 
 
    If I had to guess, I’d say the Clan Leader was trying to heal himself by changing form and consuming the magic in the hearts of the mages. 
 
    Not a bad strategy, actually; he’ll both heal and power up. 
 
    I dropped the protective lenses of shadow from my eyes since they were no longer needed.  Rising upward, I crushed Lilja against me, burying her face against my chest.  She was lax, limp, saying nothing as my darkness shoved ceilings out of our way.  The roof shattered lastly and we were in the open air, rising into the storm.   
 
    Lilja lifted her face into the rain and stared.  Lightning flashed.  Her pale face was bleached even whiter.  Her eyelids were gone, the torn skin healed but the lost tissue had not regenerated.  I should have been able to see red-crystal eyes.   They were gone.  The sockets were filled with obsidian spheres that had not the slight bit of gloss to them.  Instead of being reflected, the light was consumed.   
 
    “Lilja,” I said, “can you see me?” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy.  I see just fine, but all the colors have gone somewhere.” 
 
    Shades of gray?  I hope this is something Selene can fix. 
 
    Her hands tightened on me.  “Are we going home, Daddy?” 
 
    I looked down upon the palace and called to the storm I’d summoned.  It roared with my voice.  Lightning fell in rapid-fire strikes.  Soon, the palace was obliterated, a huge lump of debris.   
 
    “We’re not done yet.” 
 
    A column of solar-plasma stabbed up out of the collapsed building.  It was far from ordinary; burning hotter than any I’d seen.  Stone melted, some of it even boiling away explosively.  The color at the core was a pure white with only a hint of yellow at the edges.  Someone very strong had turned into a silver dragon and was blasting their way free.   
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    “When you wear the skinned faces 
 
    of your enemies, people don’t  
 
    hold back on the Halloween candy.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    “Lilja,” I’m going to wrap you in darkness.  You’ll be safe while I deal with this.” 
 
    Her hands tightened on me in protest. 
 
    “I need to move freely in a fight.  You don’t want me hurt, do you?” 
 
    Her hands eased open.  “No, Daddy.  Don’t get hurt.”  There was a catch in her voice.   
 
    This bonding thing seems to be going well. 
 
    I formed an aerial puddle of utter black and tucked her inside the pocket dimension.  The darkness closed, cutting off a last slight whimper of protest.  I dropped lower toward the ruins of the palace.  It was a symbol of destroyed ambitions.  Other clan leaders had mere fortresses for their power bases.  The Silver Clan, believing in manifest destiny, had used a palace, signaling pretensions to royalty.   
 
    Why Kur had put up with it, I didn’t know. 
 
    Would the other clans really kick up such a big fuss at one less clan on the planet?  I might just have to find out. 
 
    A blur of silver scales, the rapid-fire of beating wings, lifted the beam of solar plasm into the sky.  The rain it and hissed into steam.  And then that beam was slanting, slashing across the sky in search of prey.  There was blood on his face from his earlier meal.  He was so charged with magic, it seeped from his scales like a silver mist. 
 
    The Clan Lord powering up would make no difference; he just needs more killing. 
 
    Flushing golden dragon magic into my Demon Wings tatt, my You-don’t-see-me Spell took effect.  I continued to drop through the storm, pulling my katana out of the ether, charging it with golden lightning, wrapping all that incandescent death in shadow magic.  The sword had been a gift from my father, but I used it anyway, especially since my blended energies were slowly transforming the titanium blade into a new, unnatural metal—one capable of holding ever-larger flows of power without shattering.  The more I used the weapon, the more it leveled-up. 
 
    As I plunged past the dragon’s fiery maw, a wash of solar plasma obliterated sight.  It was like diving feet-first into the sun.  But I didn’t need to see to follow-through with my swing.  My muscles had practiced this movement a trillion times.  There wasn’t much jarring though dragon scales are hard.  I still knew when contact was made.  
 
    My continuing fall took me lower.  I shoved the lightning and shadow out of the blade so I’d get in damage even if the steel didn’t find the dragon’s torso. 
 
    The solar fire beam snapped out.  The plasma clinging to me slid off my dark armor.  Encased in magic, I hadn’t felt the brutal heat of the attack.  I stopped dead, mid-air, and watched the silver dragon thrash, his snout and chest slashed, lightning jags chasing themselves over him before thinning away.  With the vertical slash across his lips, he couldn’t spew plasma without it widening the wound and misdirecting his fire.  I think he knew that because no more plasma was vented.  Of course, once the slash healed, he’d be back in business.  Not that I cared.   
 
    The fight’s not going to last that long. 
 
    My target whirled in tight coils, all his claws slashing the air.  This was like throwing myself into the propellers of a WW II fighter plane.  If his jaws and teeth got involved, I could add “meat-grinder” to the metaphor. 
 
    I burst into motion, going from dragon-speed to god-speed in a moment.  Time turned to sludge.  The dragon’s motions slowed to ludicrous speed and his roar of pain distorted into a slurry of sound.  And then I passed his neck, extending the blackness off my blade.  His head tumbled back, separating from his body.  Solar plasma erupted from the wound as he toppled from the sky.  Crashing back into the ruins, he buried himself. 
 
    Let’s see you come back from that. 
 
    Returning to the dark pool, I pulled Lilja back into the world.  Carrying her in my arms, I flew out over the docks, across the heaving waves.   
 
    A few miles out, I hovered in the storm winds, tasting the salt-air.  I turned her in my hold to cradle her from the back and summoned my dark-sword.  I put her hands on the hilt, pointing the blade down. 
 
    “Lilja.”   
 
    “Daddy?” 
 
    “Push the pain they gave you into the sword—remember.  If nothing else, the daughter of a dragon needs to embrace the necessity of vengeance.  Sometimes, it’s all that warms the soul.” 
 
    She looked over her shoulder at me, then gazed forward at the sword.  “Yes, Daddy.” 
 
    “Beneath the sea, there is silt, earth, and rock.  Push your anger and pain as deep as you can, to the heart of the world.  This is the perfect place to do it.” 
 
    The shadow-sword pulsed.  The blade widened and grew longer.  The tip stabbed into the sea and kept going.  And all my dark fury was unleashed through Lilja.  And far beneath the sea, the crust twitched and shuddered.  A long-dormant fault line awoke.  
 
    The three-foot wave was many miles long.  It cut toward Silver Cove, barely visible in the storm.   I noticed because I followed it at the same speed.  I’d unmade my shadow sword so I could carry Lilja more easily.  She’d grown silent after our power had stabbed the ocean-bed.  Without out eyelids, with utter darkness in place of eyes, it was hard to tell if she’d fallen asleep or not.   
 
    “Lilja, you’re going want to see this.”  I gave her a tiny shake. 
 
    Her head came up, facing locking on mine.  “See what?” 
 
    I slowed us and rose for altitude.  “Look a down.  The quake made a wave.  It’s about to hit the shallow shoreline.”  I cradled her in my arms, gripping her firmly while tilting so she could better see what I was talking about. 
 
    Her face turned from me.  She peered down with those black, lidless eyes that I suspected were nothing more than balls of dark magic pretending to be organic.   
 
    If her eyes really are gone, they can’t be regenerated.  You have to have a little tissue left to grow more. 
 
    The wave hit a submerged incline and went from three-feet to several hundred as it sucked in water from shore, creating an abnormally low tide.   
 
    Lilja made a sound.  “Ooooh!” 
 
    The ships docked were going to drop and slam into the piers, held by their moorings.  There’d be a few inside the vessels that had eluded my killing shadow earlier.  They’d be beans in a rattle now, thrown about violently.  Bruised and battered, they’d climb to the deck of their ships to see what the hell had happened. 
 
    It had been a long time since these waters had seen a tsunami before.  They’d be looking out at the vanished sea in puzzlement, then stare out at sea, the storm concealing the nature of the wall of water coming to slam them into kindling.  If any of them hoped to survive, they’d change into a dragon, abandon everything, and fly above the storm. 
 
    I wonder how many will be that smart. 
 
    The giant wave hit the docks, then the cliff face, flooding its plazas, tunnels, and balconied terraces.  I gave up my hold on the storm, letting the natural weather patterns for the area return.   
 
    Minutes passed.  Eventually, the waters backwashed, taking their time to flush bodies and assorted pieces of furniture out of the cliff face.   
 
    There was no need to go into the flooded labyrinths.  No point other than looting and I could send in the Imperial troops to do that.  I guessed the casualties were going to run close to a hundred thousand.  Essentially, as a clan, the silver dragons were broken.  Those in other cities would take generations to rebuild.  There would be in-fighting among them just to settle on a new clan leader. 
 
    The retreating waters revealed the docks once more.  Bodies bobbed in the waves, not yet bloated by exposure.  I made sure to let Lilja get a good look.   
 
    She stared in fascination.  “They aren’t moving.” 
 
    “That’s because they’re dead.” 
 
    And my spy-cam got it all! 
 
    “Dead,” Lilja said. 
 
    “It’s another word for safe.  They will never again bother us.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    I enclosed us in blackness and unfurled its petals so were reappeared at the Imperial Hospital that treated our military.  My god-form was gone.  I wore a black business suit with a blood-red shirt and black tie.   
 
    Still, I was recognized at once.  Administrative personnel swarmed.   
 
    “Get me a doctor—now!” I demanded. 
 
    A security guard appeared.  What’s going on here?” 
 
    “You’re not needed here.”  I shifted my stare to the others.  “If I have to repeat myself, someone will die.” 
 
    And suddenly everyone was scurrying off to find a doctor, except the security guard.  He grabbed my arm.  Petals of shadow sprang up from the floor. Wrapped him up like a bud, and dragged him into the black pool of the floor.  Once the guard was gone, the floor returned to normal. 
 
    “Where’d he go?” Lilja asked.  
 
    “Some random hell-dimension somewhere.  I can’t keep track of every unimportant detail.” 
 
    A green dragon clansman ran up: his face pale jade, his eyes, and hair, emerald.  He wore the scrubs of a physician, another element from Earth someone had introduced recently.  His stair went from me to Lilja in my arms.  “What’s the problem here?” 
 
    “I just retrieved her from a torture cell in the Silver Dragon Palace.  They cut off her eyelids and exposed her to hours of intense light.  Look at her eyes.”  Of course, I spoke loudly; I wanted the story to spread like wild-fire.  In hours, the world would know that an imperial child of the Golden Clan had been mutilated by the Silver Clan.  With the earlier attack against me, this would be enough to justify the sudden death of the Silver City. 
 
    The doctor turned Lilja’s face toward him as he leaned in to look at her face.  His greenish skin paled.  His eyes widened in shock.  “I can regrow the lids, but the eyes—I’ve never seen anything like this.” 
 
    “She is a creature of shadow magic,” I explained.  “They tried to burn her eyes out of her head.  She protected herself.  This is the result of the two magic systems fighting it out,” I said.  “It was a four-on-one fight and somehow, she held her own.” 
 
    The physician’s jaw clenched in anger.  “We’re civilized dragons.  We’re supposed to be above this kind of thing.”  Other doctors arrived but hung back, letting this one take point.  He let go of Lilja’s face and spoke over his shoulder.  Put her in a private room and get a scryer to evaluate her condition.” 
 
    A gurney wheeled up.  I placed her on it.   
 
    She grabbed my arm as I tried to pull back.  “Don’t go.” 
 
    “Just for a little while.  I need to call your mother, and the doctors need to examine you.  I won’t be long.  I promise.”  The sound of a mission bell peeled high in the sky above the building, my magic as High King of Fairy giving witness of a binding royal promise.  
 
    Everyone around us looked up at the ceiling with what-the-hell expressions on their faces.  I didn’t bother explaining—to them.  “Lilja, when you hear that sound, it means there is nothing truer than my words.  You can believe me.”  I pulled her fingers loose.  “I won’t be far.” 
 
    She let them wheel her off, but her stare stayed on me as long as possible.  I turned and found that the way was blocked by more guards.  One of them had black hair and eyes.  I sensed a high level of shadow magic in him.  He was one of those who’d been recently tuned up in the face of the Flawless threat.  He knelt and bowed his head.   
 
    The other guards—mostly Red Clansmen—looked at him like he was crazy.  He said, “Lord Caine, we stand ready to serve the throne.” 
 
    At that statement, the rest of the guards took a longer look at me.  One by one, they knelt as well.   
 
    “I want a watch kept on my daughter’s room.  No silver dragon is to go anywhere close to her.  Any of them attempting to do so are to be killed at once by imperial order.”  I waved them on.  
 
    They rose from their submissive postures and hurried on.  I caught the sleeve of the Black Dragon clansman.   I kept him by me until the area cleared of everyone else.  I stared into his eyes.  “It’s open season on silvers, but keep matters in the shadows.  Do you understand?” 
 
    A hard smile stretched his lips.  “Yes, my Lord.  Your word is law.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, notify the media of this atrocity.  I want reporters storing the hospital in the next hour.” 
 
    He inclined his head. 
 
    I waved him off and closed my eyes, feeling inside me for my inner dragon and his matting bond to Selene.  I found that immaterial thread and sent my thoughts along it: Selene!  Come to me. 
 
    A moment later, a dusty shimmer of red star-points swirled in the air.  A column of crimson enclosed the sparkles. The column condensed into a female shape.  The three-dimensional silhouette became flesh sheathed in crimson silk.  The glow died except for in her eyes.  Behind her, Colt’s red-copper portal swelled into existence.  It opened and the nine-year-old spilled out with Zahra a step behind.  Red followed—with sixteen-year-old Colt beside her. 
 
    Selene said, “I’ve been waiting for this moment—the beginning of the Blood Reign.” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow.  “What?” 
 
    She smiled at me, moving closer, latching onto my arm as Lilja had.  “That’s what the future history books will call this day.” 
 
    Zahra gasped.  “What did they do to her eyes?” 
 
    I guessed the seer was looking ahead to her first sighting of Lilja.  I answered the question.  “They tortured her for being like me, a mixed breed.” 
 
    At the word torture, Red gasped.  Older Colt didn’t look surprised but younger Colt had tears in his eyes.  “They didn’t!” 
 
    Older colt stared at me.  “It will tip the balance in her away from humanity.  You really need to kill her while you can.  She is going to become exceedingly dangerous…” 
 
    Younger Colt heard his older self say “kill” and gave him a dirty look. 
 
    Red wheeled to face him.  “We do not kill children.  We’re the good guys.” 
 
    “I know,” Older Colt said.  “But later, you’ll all regret not listening to me.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “What’s one more regret among so many in my life?” 
 
    “Right now, the girl needs her family around her,” Selene said. 
 
    I nodded once.  “Right.”   
 
    Turning, I led the way, looking for some clue as to where they’d taken Lilja. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    “What’s great TV without 
 
    feeding frenzies?” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Myrrh and a band of her Black Dragon Clansmen intercepted me in the hallway outside Lilja’s hospital room.  They didn’t fall to their knees this time, having learned that I dispense with such formalities—among friends.   
 
    The security guards offered Myrrh’s people curious stares.   
 
    The woman in black armor addressed them.  “We relieve you of this duty.  Leave the Emperor’s family to us.” 
 
    The hospital guards looked at me.   
 
    I nodded confirmation.  “You guys will be needed for crowd control as soon as word gets out that I’m here.  If you see Ms. Greene with a video crew, don’t try too hard to keep them out.  I have some footage for them.” 
 
    They bowed and faded away without comment. 
 
    Myrrh closed the distance to stand at my side.  “You intend to make use of the media?” 
 
    “Always.  Why have a trump card that never gets played?” 
 
    She grinned at me.  “Why indeed?”  The silver streak in her hair was like a whipping dragon in a night sky.  Always moving, her stare absorbed all stray elements in the area, categorizing, looking for danger.  Heir to the Black Dragon Clan, she was savvy to political games; I only felt the need to lightly outline my goals for her.  “I want the press to discover that my daughter Lilja was captured in a home invasion and taken to the Silver Clan Leader himself.   Her rescue resulted in the mass destruction of Silver Bay and the traitor’s palace.  Lilja was brutalized despite her tender years and is currently being treated for her wounds.  I will make a public address.” 
 
    “You should have waited for our assistance,” Myrrh said.  “It is not proper for our lord to continually expose himself to dangers that others can embrace in his stead.  You make it look like we can’t do our job.” 
 
    “Would you have waited if it was your daughter?” I asked.   
 
    Her face hardened.  Pain clouded her eyes.   
 
    I remembered that her daughter had died, a victim of the Flawless attack.  “Sorry,” I said.  “Forget I asked.” 
 
    “To answer your question,” her voice emerged smooth and firm, “if my daughter were threatened by the Silvers, they’d all be dead by now.  It’s been my mother’s idea to hold our clan back from confrontation.  She knows I’d be leading every battle.  That alone makes her afraid.” 
 
    Selene came between us and took my arm.  “A true dragon.”  Her gaze caught mine.  “Come, husband.  Our daughter awaits.” 
 
    “Right.”  I nodded to Myrrh.  “Take command of the hospital as needed.  Family and friends only past the lobby.”   
 
    Selene drew me to Lilja’s door.  We went in together, both Colts, the Red Centipede Rider, and Zahra following.  Extra chairs had been brought in.  It was a private room with the main attraction being a kind of steampunk hospital bed that used gears, cranks, and latches to adjust for patient comfort.  Dragon World hospitals use magic more often than electrical appliances.  Without the recent imports of Earth technology, the planet would be scarcely into its industrial revolution. 
 
    Someone had given Lilja a cup of wiggly green Jell-O and a plastic spoon. 
 
    Someone is really getting ahead of me on importing Earth luxuries and it’s starting to piss me off. 
 
     Selene and I approached the bed where Lilja lay under a starched sheet, pillows propping her up on a raised headboard.  Nine-year-old Colt moved in with me, taking my hand in his.  He stared at Lilja’s face.  Her black eyes swung his way, then slid up to my face.  She smiled and held out an empty hand, a bit of a smirk on her face.  I saw the calculation.  She wanted me to let go of Colt’s hand so she could be the most important.   
 
    Colt saw this as well, tightening his grip on my hand until my circulation was threatened.   
 
    I understood his disappointment; adding another kid to the family this way left him as the youngest.  Lilja was biologically older and would be his big sister since—in the present timeline—he was just a fetus carried by Selene, not even born yet. 
 
    Lilja’s hand withdrew, picking up her spoon.   
 
    Zahra yelled.  “Don’t you dare!”  She started to jump toward the bed but Older Colt held her back.   
 
    He said, “No, I’ve got to learn this lesson.” 
 
    Lilja reversed her hold and shoved the spoon’s handle into Colt’s throat with the speed of a striking viper. 
 
    Younger Colt gave a hacking cough, staggered back, and grabbed at his throat—pulling out a broken piece of plastic.  A moment later, the minor wound healed.  His eyes lit up with red-copper magic. 
 
    Selene ended the battle for attention by sliding in along the bed, taking both of Lilja’s hands in her own.  “Mommy’s here, baby.  Everything will be better now.” 
 
    Hardly. You’ve just rewarded her for attempted murder and reinforced the behavior.  Not that dragons don’t naturally swing that direction anyway. 
 
    The door opened and a woman in silvery-blue robes entered.  She carried a silver bowl of water, approaching the bed.  I noticed that the nail on her pointer-finger was an inch long while the rest were clipped short.   
 
    “I’m here to do a reading on the patient,” she announced. 
 
     We bunched away, making room for her.   
 
    The scryer brought the silver bowl up to the edge of the bed and stared into Lilja’s face.  After a moment, the scryer dropped a blue crystal into the water.  A pale, wavering light beamed up through the water, providing a theatrical light. 
 
    Lilja’s black eyes focused on the bowl. 
 
    The scryer held the bowl in one hand.  She used the other hand with the long nail to scooping up a little liquid.  A bead of water dripped off the nail.  It splashed, sending out ripples.  The scryer moved the bowl under Lilja’s chin so her face was reflected in the watery glow. 
 
    In the bowl, the reflection had no pools of black shadow for eyes.  There were just empty sockets.  The scryer hissed in pained surprise.  She pulled the bowl back, hugging the bowl as the light died.  She turned from Lilja to Selene and I and canted her head toward the door.  “come with for a moment.” 
 
    We followed, young Colt releasing my hand at last.  Those in the room held a strange silent vigil as we left, unwilling to give voice to the new truth just revealed.  I understood the impulse to silence; full horror couldn’t settle in as reality while ignored.  Unfortunately, I didn’t have that option. 
 
    Out in the hall, we moved away from the Black Dragon clansmen guarding the door.  Ten feet away, the scryer stopped and turned back toward us.  There was tired acceptance in her voice.  “There is nothing left to be healed.  Even the optic nerve is gone.  She’s seeing through some materialized expression of magic, having found her own answer.” 
 
    “Shadow Magic,” I said.  “They used solar magic to destroy her eyes.  She made herself another pair.  I’d suspected as much.” 
 
    “Is she in pain?” Selene asked. 
 
    “She doesn’t seem to be,” the scryer said.  “All we can do for her is to heal the eyelids—if her power will allow it.” 
 
    “Do what you can,” I said.  
 
    She smiled wearily.  “Of course.  I’ll arrange for further treatment.”  She walked off. 
 
    I turned to face Selene.  “What about you?  Can you do anything?” 
 
    “Possibly, new eyes can be grown for her if I use a few cells to make a complete magical clone and harvest it for the eyes.  But I face the same problem as those working on the eyelids; her magical defenses have been roused to full strength.  Her power may not allow further treatment.  I just became her mother.  There’s not really a bond of trust that will let her be vulnerable to me.  You’re the only one she seeks approval from.  You two are soul-tied.  But even with that, her subconscious memory of her ordeal might deflect your magic as well, no matter what she consciously desires.” 
 
    “You’re saying we’re gods but still powerless?” 
 
    “She herself is not a natural creature.  You bound her to human form, but she is far from human.  Whatever we can do, won’t be easy.  After all, we can’t break her to save her.  Although…” 
 
    “No rogue experiments,” I said.  “We need to build trust, not burn bridges.” 
 
    Selene muttered to herself.  “That is so boring.” 
 
    I gave her a stern look to show I was serious. 
 
    The agreeable smile she replied with gave me no comfort at all as I returned to the room.  Going in, I noticed that Younger Colt and Zahra were gone, leaving older Colt and the Red Rider.  Red rolled her eyes in exasperation.  Teen Colt and Lilja were exchanging insults. 
 
    “Butt-head,” Lilja said. 
 
    “Albino fluff,” Colt answered. 
 
    “Poo-face!” 
 
    “Sludge-puppy.” 
 
    “Cry-baby!” 
 
    “Grimling licker.” 
 
    Red broke in: “By all the gods of hell, will you two give it a rest?” 
 
    “I’m helping,” Colt said.  “She needs to know her place in the universe—under my boots.” 
 
     “Poor brother lost his girlfriend.”  Lilja bared her teeth in something that was too ferocious to be a smile.  “She killed herself to escape you.” 
 
    Colt went rigid and silent—and thereby lost the contest.  His hand trembled, then filled with the hilt of his demon sword. 
 
    I sighed.  So much for family bonding and building mutual trust. 
 
    Red put a hand on Colt’s arm to restrain him. 
 
    He shrugged her off, moving from the wall, toward the hospital bed.” 
 
    “Colt, no!”  I made it a stern command. 
 
    Ignoring me, he leaped into the air, the black demon blade sizzling with crimson energy.  Its malevolent hunger thickened the air like a miasma. 
 
    Lilja met him midair.  Pencil-thin, black beams from her shadow-eyes slammed into his chest, killing his momentum, slamming him back a few feet.  His demon sword slashed at her neck.  She caught the sword with a bare hand.   I was surprised the sword didn’t cut deep into her palm—until I saw shadow cupped in her palms. 
 
    Impressive.  Colt’s had years of training and he’s losing.  Then again, he has to be holding back a little. 
 
    “Are you going to do anything to stop this?” Selene asked me. 
 
    I considered it.  “Umm, no.  I don’t think so.  Let them get it out of their system.” 
 
    “And if someone gets their soul eaten?” she asked. 
 
    “You and I have two kids now so there’s a spare,” I said. 
 
    Red reached up and snagged the back of Colt’s shirt.  Knowing she was a better person than me, I actually expected it.  I didn’t expect her to jerk him back and slam him butt-first into a chair. 
 
    The door to the hallway opened.  Myrrh and a few of her people stuck their heads inside to survey the room.   “Is everything all right?” 
 
    Lilja still hovered above her bed. 
 
    Colt’s sword had ghosted away, dismissed to wherever he normally stored it.  Red stood beside him, her hand on his shoulder, pressing him into his seat. 
 
    Selene turned to the guards, smiled, and lied.  “Perfectly fine.” 
 
    Looking doubtful, the guards retreated, slowly closing the door. 
 
    Selene turned back to me.  “How long do we have to stay here?” 
 
    I gestured toward Teen-Colt and Red.  “They can go any time they want.  You and I need to stay long enough to put on a show for the media here.” 
 
    “What kind of show?” Red asked. 
 
    “Grieving parents morning the maiming of their precious child.” 
 
    Still hovering over the bed, Lilja stuck her tongue out at her brother.   “See?  I’m precious.” 
 
    “Lilja,” I said.  “Lay on the bed and let the hospital personnel pamper you.  When the press gets here, I need you to fake-cry a bit and get clingy with Mom and me.” 
 
     “’Kay!”  Like strings were cut, Lilja dropped and bounced on the bed, making it a trampoline.  After the second bounce, she dropped on her ass and bounced again.  After a brief scramble, she slid under the sheet and settled into her pillows. 
 
    “Gag me with a smurf,” Colt said.  “I’m out of here.” 
 
    “Going back to Earth?” Red asked.  “Can I get a lift?  I need to feed my centipede.” 
 
    “Where is it?” Colt asked. 
 
    “Kane is keeping it for me on his estate,” Red said. 
 
    “Kane, huh?”  A calculating look passed over Colt’s face.   
 
    Gonna be trouble.  Colt thinks Kane’s got Vivian’s body in a display case.  He’s going to go looking for her.  I hope the old vamp is on his toes. 
 
    I moved closer to the bed and looked down on Lilja.  She was motionless except for a slight rise and fall of her chest.  It was hard to tell—since she had no eyes—but she seemed to have finally run down and fallen asleep.  The hard balls of darkness were still there, packing her sockets. 
 
    I softened my voice to speak to Selene.  “I want you to come up with a fix for her eyes.” 
 
    Selene joined me.  “I’ll try, but we don’t want a fix until after her plight has moved the Dragon World to tears.” 
 
    “If anyone complains about the city that I killed, I’ll hug Lilja and fake a breakdown.  You know, a parent can’t be held responsible when their child has been tortured.” 
 
    “We need to avoid mentioning that she’s only been our child for a couple of days,” Selene said. 
 
    I nodded agreement.  “True.” 
 
    The door opened.  Myrrh stuck her head back inside.  “The media are hitting in large numbers, and the word’s out that Silver Bay has been destroyed.  The guards are keeping the media to the lobby.  It’s only a matter of time before the reporters start infiltrating the hospital staff.” 
 
    I moved toward the door.  “I’ll go out and make a statement.  Selene, give me a few minutes then come out.  Try to think of something sad so you can work up a few tears.” 
 
    “Sad?  Like what?” 
 
    “Think about Colt marrying a sheep-demon and giving you socks every Christmas instead of grandkids.” 
 
    “You are sick and demented!” Selene called after me. 
 
    “Thank you.”  I went out into the hall, the door shutting behind me.  Two of Myrrh’s people remained behind to provide security.  The rest of them surrounded me, an entourage, as I sought out the reporters.  I just followed my heightened dragon hearing to the closest commotion.  Fortunately, the main lobby was sprawling and spacious because it was packed.  News personalities were there, cameramen, as well as what looked like a collection of Silver Dragon bureaucrats that were chomping at the bit to get a piece of me.  And throughout the crowd, there were Black Dragon clansmen—heavily armed—in case I wanted to order more death. 
 
    How thoughtful. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY 
 
      
 
    “Every sleeping beauty  
 
    needs a crystal coffin.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I stopped and waited for a metaphorical tsunami of questions to surge past.  The cameras rolled.  Hospital security formed a wall to keep back the press of bodies.  I lifted a hand for silence.  It took a while since the silver clansmen insisted on frothing at the mouth, dribbling solar fire onto the floor.  Hospital orderlies rushed up with fire extinguishers and magic inhibiting hexes. 
 
    When order was restored, I addressed them.  “I suppose you all want to know why Silver Bay had to die.”   
 
    There was another explosion of words, all of them getting mashed together into babble.  More waiting.   
 
    Why can’t people just control themselves?  If a sociopath like me can do it, anyone can. 
 
    Channeling dragon magic so it surfaced as a splash of gold on my shadow-clad chest, I warmed up a shadow-tatt.   My Dragon Voice spell activated.  “Be quiet while I’m talking!”  My voice rolled over them commanding obedience.   
 
    The silver clansmen in back silently snarled, mouthing the air uselessly.  The magic suppressing talismans they held fragmented into ruin, smoking in their hands.  I’d used this spell on the silver dragons once before.  They thought they could beat it with their own magic.  
 
    Idiots. 
 
    Someone went to get a broom.   
 
    “Here’s my statement,” I said.  “As is commonly known, the Silver Clan ordered a military strike against me and a home invasion of Queen Selene’s Red Moon estate.  Our teenage daughter Lilja was kidnapped.  By the time we discovered this was not the work of a rogue faction of silvers, but ordered by their clan leader, they’d maimed her.  She is currently under treatment.  As for the dead city; well, you can understand our parental rage. We are currently considering the extinction of all silver dragons on the planet.”  I paused, glancing over the crowd to gauge the effect of my words.  “I will now take questions.  Raise your hands to be called on.” 
 
    Hands went up everywhere. 
 
    I pointed. 
 
    The reporter recovered his voice.  “What kind of damage was done to the girl so that her dragon can’t regenerate her?” 
 
    I gave them a dramatic pause, bowing my head a moment as if fighting back pain.  Lifting my head, I gave them my expression #16: Deeply-wounded-sincerity.  “Our people love their children so the thought of deliberate torture is nearly unthinkable, but it’s true; they burned out her eyes and optic nerves.  There’s nothing left to regrow.”  As that sank in, I spotted Ms. Greene entering the lobby with her cameraman.  I singled her out for attention.  “Ms. Greene?” 
 
    Her cameraman took an establishing shot of her in the crowd.  “God-Emperor Caine, are we on the cusp of a civil war?” 
 
    Her cameraman panned my way to catch my answer.   
 
    “I hope not.  I consider justice to have been done with the death of Silver Bay.  Naturally, worldwide rage will be kindled by what was done to my daughter, but I call for restraint from the honorable clans.  As long as the cowardly assaults by the Silver Dragon Clan have ended, we can come together to rebuild from the Flawless attack and prepare for the next one.” 
 
    I pointed elsewhere. 
 
    Another female reporter called out a question.  “There is no public record of you having a daughter other than Julia of the Red Dragon Clan, an adopted child.  Why has the existence of this new princess been hidden for so long?” 
 
    Not really the direction I want to go. 
 
    I sighed.  “While Lilja has the physical maturity of a fourteen-year-old, she has a much younger mentality.  Such a disability means that she isn’t good at looking out for herself.  I’ve tried to protect her, but obviously didn’t do a good enough job.”  I gave them expression #101: Heart-felt-contrition with a pinch of flagellation. 
 
    Everyone waved violently in the air for my attention.   
 
    I said, “All of you may now speak.” 
 
    A roar of questions was shouted out.  A silver clansman shoved through the crowd, coming on as if he would attack me.  My guards cut him off, forming a barrier.   
 
    The agitator screamed at me.  “You lie!  Nothing you say is true.  You’re a bloody-handed killer.  You probably don’t even have a real daughter.” 
 
    I was about to answer when Selene showed up, pushing a dolly with a crystal coffin on it.  She stood the coffin up next to me and approached the Silver Clan agitator.   
 
    Her bloodthirsty stare shut him up.   
 
    She said, “Look at what you have done to my daughter.” 
 
    The reporters stared.  I turned to see what they were seeing.  The crystal coffin screened out the shadow-magic, letting Lilja’s empty eye sockets be easily seen.  With her pale complexion, she looked like a corpse. 
 
    Softball-sized blobs of green energy whizzed by carrying cameras.  Kane’s phantom servants getting some good shots.  One of the little specters made sure to get me into a shot along with Lilja’s crystal coffin.   
 
    A frown bent the corner of my lips, crinkling my forehead.  Expression #67: Wearily-pissed with a slathering of fatalistic-acceptance. 
 
    I’ll be happy when Kane gets a new hobby.  Bungee jumping into volcanos maybe. 
 
    Staring at Lilja, Ms. Green spoke into sudden deep silence.  “Is she dead?” 
 
    “Thankfully, no,” Selene said.   
 
    It was true; Lilja’s breathing was slow but present.   
 
    Selene said, “She is in hibernation for transport and further treatment on the Red Moon.” 
 
    Having gotten their shots, the spectral balls few off with their cameras.    
 
    The remaining media cameras were all focused on Lilja, sleeping in her coffin—and especially the empty sockets in her face.  Soon, this image would be shown across the world, in home-after-home, and sports bars everywhere.   
 
    “Ms. Greene!” I took off my ball cap.  She looked at me.  I tossed the cap to her with the spy-cam inside.  She caught it, looking inside.  A smile stretched her face.  I called out, ‘I think you’ll know what to do with this.” 
 
    A crimson flare of light spilled out of Selene’s empty palm.  The light solidified into her red-crystal sword.  The guards scurried aside as her sword slashed.  Cut crown to crotch, the silver agitator fell in equal halves to lie beside himself on the flood as blood sprayed.  The reporters leaped away to avoid the blood and gore. 
 
    “Something for the rest of you,” Selene said.  Her sword faded away in another crimson blaze of light.  She went back and stood a moment, touching the coffin that held Lilja.  Tears welled.   
 
    There was a blast of crimson light and I was left alone.   The dolly stood empty.  Selene and the coffin were gone.   
 
    I smiled at everyone.  “Well, that’s it, folks.  Have a nice day.”  I turned and caught Myrrh’s gaze.  “Let’s go.” 
 
    She and her people escorted me through the crowd, to the main doors of the hospital.  The reporters followed.  Outside on a concrete courtyard, a small crowd had gathered.  There were families with children.  Many of the children held stuffed animals.   
 
    A ten-year-old girl with sapphire hair, wearing a white jumper, thrust a bunny at me.  It had red-button glass eyes, white fur, and flopping ears.  “For Princess Lilja!” she said. 
 
    I took the bunny.  “I’ll see that she gets it.  What’s your name?” 
 
    “Oonnya.” 
 
    “Thank you, Oonnya.  You’re a good girl.” 
 
    She smiled brightly.  “Thank you!” 
 
    I pushed on, ignoring the other animals waved vigorously in my direction.  I had my image to protect after all.  Besides, I felt the need to know what trouble Teen-Colt might be stirring up at Kane’s place.  I really didn’t want him knowing Vivian had become a remnant.  
 
    Once I had clear space ahead of me, I concentrated and a shadow-gate opened like a giant black eye.   
 
    Myrrh paused at the gate and looked back at me.  “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Earth,” I said.  “California.  Specifically, a master vampire’s lair.” 
 
    “Oh, joy,” Myrrh said.  She stepped into the portal, a hand on the hilt of her sword.  I went next with more Black Dragon clansmen crowding me.  Once we were all loaded like a chambered round, I sealed off the portal, pushing the opposite side outside time and space, extending it to Earth. The conduit opened.  We emerged in Kane’s subbasement dungeon. I closed down the portal.   
 
    Bare bulbs strung on one wall provided light.  There was a row of empty cages.  The one that had held Vivian during my past visits was empty. 
 
    “I do not feel good about this.”  I led the way up from the secret sub-basement, through the regular basement, onto the ground floor of Kane’s mansion—listening for disturbances as I went.  All was eerily quiet.  In a back hallway, I was intercepted by a bobbing ball of green light that seemed to want my attention.   As I stopped in front of it, it zoomed off a few feet and waited for me again. 
 
     “Fine.  I get it; you lead, we’ll follow.” 
 
    The ball zoomed away and we followed, passing other halls, entering the official museum part of the house where Kane kept the many relics he’d stolen from my life—the bastard!  There were photo collections on the walls, some of my most embarrassing failures preserved for vampire prosperity.  There were also pictures of pitched battles, and scenes where someone looking a lot like me buried bodies in lonely woodland, under the pines.   
 
    We ran by a case that made me stop and stare.  There was a noisy clatter as my armored guards made a sudden stop along with me.  In a Plexiglas box, a faceless plastic manikin posed in cum-splattered, sheer black hose, a black-sequined bra with tattered, bloody fringe, and a G-string the size of an eye-patch.  The G-string had black sequins, too.   
 
    The stripper’s outfit tugged at my memory. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Myrrh asked. 
 
    I mentally imposed a drooling, mindless, zombie slut over the manikin and didn’t need to read the display card atop the box.   
 
    Myrrh read the card aloud: Young Deathwalker loses virginity to a zombie stripper.” 
 
    “No time for this,” I yelled.  “Move out!”   
 
    The bobbing green ball had waited for us.  I headed straight toward it.  The helpful ghost led me past the first Mustang I’d ever owned.  Kane had stolen it from me.  I’d stolen it back.  Then he’d stolen it again.  I planned to get it back—after the wedding to Gloria.  That’s why I knew the layout of his mansion so well. 
 
    It could have been worse; Kane could have collected the actual zombie as well. 
 
    I heard raised voices, one of them belonging to Teen-Colt.  Turning a corner into another room, I found Colt, Kane, and Red.  Her centipede wasn’t around.  In the background, an assortment of vampire lackeys milled about, waiting for instructions—while eyeing Red in her chainmail bikini. 
 
    There are worse ways to pass the time. 
 
    We slowed to a fast walk and approached Colt and Kane.  Colt was stabbing a finger into Kane’s chest while growling order.  “I said, I’m taking her with me.  Now get out of the way.” 
 
    Normally, such insolence would have set off an instant blood-bath.  But it must have been millennia since anyone had dared offend Kane.  He had a bemused expression on his face like he wasn’t sure this was actually happening. 
 
    I reached out and grabbed Colt’s pointer finger and redirected it safely off to the side.  I murmured in Kane’s direction, “A grief-torn, hormone-driven demi-god.  Thank you for your patience.” 
 
    Colt turned a killer’s glare on me.  “I don’t need you to apologize for me.” 
 
    I smiled at him.  “I know, but I do it so much better than you.  Besides, you might have wound up dead before it occurred to you that intelligence is the better part of valor.” 
 
    Kane swung his gaze around until he located one of his green ghost photographers.  “Tell me you got video footage of that.” 
 
    The ghost ball said nothing I could pick up. 
 
    Kane sighed.  “Too bad.  Try to do better in the future.  It’s not every day Caine Deathwalker saves his son from a curb-stomping.” 
 
    “There’s no curb in here,” Red said.  “And you’d only have gotten blood on your good shoes.” 
 
    Kane looked down at his Italian loafers.  “Yes, there is that.” 
 
    “Someone needs to take me seriously!” Colt gritted out. 
 
    We all ignored him, except for Myrrh and her people who looked at everyone with equal suspicion—even me. 
 
    I walked over to a bier that had a glass box on it.  I could still smell the glue that had been used to join the translucent blue panels together.  I remembered the crystal coffin Selene had made for Lilja.  Pictures of it had obviously inspired Kane.  I doubted he was a huge fan of Sleeping Beauty ordinarily.  I stared down and saw Vivian inside in a gothic style white nightgown.  She was asleep, not breathing.  Either it was daylight here, or Kane had rolled her mind and put her under. 
 
    Good.  It means Colt hasn’t realized she’s still alive—to use the term loosely. 
 
    I turned back toward Colt.  “She’s gone.  The Vivian you knew has departed this realm.  Make your peace with that.  Say goodbye to her and let her go.” 
 
    “And then what?” Colt asked.  “Her body says here as part of this freak show?” 
 
    “It’s better than using her for a coffee table,” Kane said.  “Not that you’ve got any right to complain.  It’s not like you’re next of kin.  Do as your father says; weep copious tears, say a prayer for her soul, and get out of my house.  And next time, wait for an invitation.” 
 
    Colt thrust out his jaw, narrowing his eyes into a red-copper glower.  “You can’t tell me this is what her family would want.” 
 
    “Still not your business,” Kane said.  “Try my patience no further, boy.” 
 
    I somehow knew Colt wasn’t going to be reasonable. 
 
    He summoned two red-lacquered monk staffs.  They were taller than he was.  He held one out toward Kane.  “I challenge you.  One match.  The loser is the first one knocked out.  The winner gets permanent custody of Vivian.” 
 
    “Colt,” I said, “you don’t want to do this.” 
 
    Kane smiled.  “I don’t know that my dignity will let me turn down a challenge.  But you’re short on stakes.  If I’m putting up Vivian, you have to put up a prize of equal value.  It’s only fair.” 
 
    “Only fair,” the other vamps echoed.   
 
    “Right,” another one added. 
 
    I looked at Kane.  “You’ve got thousands of years of experience on him, and being the top vampire, your magic rivals his as a demi-god.  You should accept a handicap.” 
 
    He stared at me with exaggerated surprise.  “Letting him pick the weapons is a handicap.  I’m the one vulnerable to wood.  If he shoves that pole through my heart, I’m dust—literally!” 
 
    A vampire lackey nodded, muttering.  “True.  Very true.” 
 
    Another said, “And it will hurt like hell.” 
 
    Kane took the stick held out to him.  “Colt’s a demi-god who pisses lightning and craps thunder.  All I’ve got is massive skill, a lot of money, and broody vampire charm.  I can’t even roll his mind.  I’m the one being taken advantage of here.” 
 
    I didn’t believe a word of it.  He was just trying to lull Colt into overconfidence. 
 
    “Fight the kid,” Red said.  “Vivian was his first love.” 
 
    “Still not convinced,” Kane said.  “Someone needs to entice me.” 
 
    “I’ll sleep with you,” Red said. 
 
    He looked at her, his hot gaze roving freely.  “It’s not that I don’t trust you, but I need to ask; is sex included in sharing my bed?” 
 
    She frowned, obviously not expecting him to pin her down.  She sighed dramatically.  “Fine.  But no pictures.  I see one celebrity sex tape and I’ll stake you with your own cock.” 
 
    I winced hearing that.   
 
    Kane turned a happy, fanged grin toward Colt.  “Nothing personal, boy, but you begged for this.”  Without waiting for “Go!”, Kane leaped to the attack. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    “Grief is stolen from the past 
 
    while greed builds the future.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    “Kane will win in one minute,” a vamp said. 
 
    “Two.  The master will want to enjoy such a rare event.” Another vamp said. 
 
    Colt’s blocked the overhead strike.  The sound of wood-on-wood echoed as the sticks smacked together.  We all moved back, clearing space for the two combatants.  The vamps began taking bets on how many minutes Kane would need to win.  I don’t think they dared bet against him.  Since Colt was dragon-born, Myrrh and a few others wagered silver coins with the vamps. 
 
    There was a flurry of exchanges, an almost musical rhythm you could have danced to.  Whack-ka whack.  Wha-wa-ck! 
 
    The sound of combat drew more of the spectral green blobs of light.  Their vid-cams captured the struggle for vampire posterity. 
 
    Colt recovered momentum, pressing in.  But Kane side-stepped, circling, slanting each blow away from himself.  And suddenly, Colt went all monkey-kung-fu, climbing his staff and kicking out with both feet.  Catching both kicks in the chest, Kane staggered back a step.  He smiled.  “Now, that’s new.” 
 
    Colt landed in a squat and grabbed the bottom of his pole, slashing with it at ankle-level.  Kane hopped over the slash and drove the end of his staff at Colt’s face.  He used a Shou-lin raven-wing strike to redirect the tip of the staff so it missed his face, sliding over a shoulder.   
 
    Curled around his staff, Colt rolled head-over-heels, a tight ball that opened up with a scorpion kick.  As the kick slashed up from the floor, Colt brought his staff across in a horizontal sweep—as if to bash his own balls.  Fortunately, Kane was in the way and his block saved them both. 
 
    Watching Colt’s form, I had to wonder if he’d trained with real Shou-lin monks somewhere.  His moves were surprisingly supple and fluid if a little too flashy to be the real Shou-lin art. 
 
    The Kid got taken.  He’d be doing better if he’d trained in a non-classical system like Jeet Kune Tao.   
 
    Kane’s smile went away though, showing he was being pushed into getting serious. 
 
    Off to the side, Red’s voice cut across the battle.  “Oops!  My top fell off.” 
 
    Every male in the room looked—except for Colt—and discovered she’d lied.   
 
    She grinned without apology over the distraction.   
 
    The moment Kane looked away, Colt’s staff went intangible, moving in a ghostly manner through Kane’s stick.  Inside Kane’s guard, Colt’s staff went solid again.  I only saw it because the staffs were in my line of sight to Red. 
 
     The end of Colt’s staff smacked Kane in the head.  There was a loud crack.   
 
    Kane staggered backward, pulling his attention back to Colt.  “Double-teaming: that’s cheating.” 
 
    Colt had on an exaggerated expression of cherubic innocence that was too good to be true.  “What’s cheating?  Who told you to look away?” 
 
    Kane answered with a smile that was more a baring of clenched fangs than anything else.  A growl wavered in his throat.  His eyes went from black stones to red embers.   
 
    From tie to loafers, Kane’s clothes were all expensive Italian imports.  He took a few moments to unbutton his black jacket, slide it off, and toss it to Red. 
 
    Not being one of his lackeys, she let it fall to the floor, making it clear exactly whose side she was on.   
 
    Kane slanted Red a look of irritation.  “Just for that, you’re taking it up the ass.” 
 
    She lifted her face to stare haughtily down her nose at him.  “You have to win first,” 
 
    He nodded.  “Right,” In a blur of speed, he flung himself at Colt, his staff whirling even faster.   
 
    Colt’s staff broke in half, sturdy as it was.  Colt looked surprised.  I wasn’t.  I’d seen that Kane had been targeting the same spot with every block and attack, spreading those impacts up and down his own staff.  But as Kane pressed his advantage, Colt shifted into escrima, Pilipino stick fighting.  He blurred, pushing past dragon speed to that of a demigod.  The rattle of wood on wood intensified like machine-gun chatter.  And Kane danced backward, dropping his staff, his hands red and swelling.  He worked his fingers, testing them.  It was likely he had a few cracked bones, but you couldn’t tell it from his savage smile.   
 
    Colt froze in an action pose.  “If you give up now, you’ll save yourself some pain.” 
 
    Kane shook his head, eyes bright red with battle-lust.  “My pride could never endure such a thing.  You’ve obviously been training very hard—but experience counts for more.”  He ducked and scooped up his fallen staff.  His foot kicked the bottom of his own staff in a movement similar to that of a field-goal kicker.   
 
    Colt used one stick to block, 
 
    Kane staff shattered Colt’s stick, catching him under the chin, lifting him off his feet.  He dropped back on his heels and stumbled backward, flipping over the crystal coffin.  Colt crumpled on the floor. 
 
    The tip of Kane’s staff pursued. 
 
     Colt twisted aside and used a forearm smash to break the staff across the crystal coffin.  There was a sound of cracking wood and a brittle popping from the lid of the coffin as it crackled. 
 
    Vivian’s eyes popped open, shining like crimson rubies. 
 
    Stunned, Colt looked down, taken utterly by surprise—until Kane closed the distance and clubbed him down. 
 
    This time, Colt stayed down—all of two seconds.  He snapped back to his feet, his eyes ablaze with red-copper light, his face lax as a sleeper.  His hands morphed into dragon claws.  Growling, he lunged across the crystal, stepping on it.  Shifting was a violation of a purely weapon-based duel but I didn’t think he knew he was breaking the rules. 
 
    “He’s out on his feet,” I said.  “Duel is forfeited.” 
 
    Kane danced back, tossing his staff sideways at Colt’s face. 
 
    Beams from Colt’s eyes hit the wood and shredded it into kindling.   
 
    I got between them and I raised a shield made of darkness and used it to intercept a follow-up firestorm of red-copper lightning. 
 
    “Fighting while out on his feet,” Kane said, “the kid’s got a strong warrior spirit.” 
 
    “He is my son.”  I pushed my shield at him and bent it around him as a restraint.    
 
    He broke down as a flurry of red-copper star points, teleporting out of my dark grasp.  He touched his head, registering pain, his movements becoming soppy, uncertain as he reappeared by the crystal coffin, looking down into Vivian’s face, at her bright eyes.  “She’s alive!” 
 
    Kane had a convincing lie ready.  “Decomposition gasses can do odd things to a corpse.  Ask any medical examiner.” 
 
    “You don’t hear a heartbeat, do you?” I said.  “This obsession of yours isn’t healthy.” 
 
    I turned the floor under the coffin into a black pool.  The crystal coffin sank. 
 
    Colt bent his knees, reaching after it. 
 
    But the coffin vanished into a shadow pocket that closed off, leaving barren floor behind. 
 
    I walked over to Colt and put a comforting hand on his shoulder.  “Go home and get some rest.  You’re not helping things this way.  Vivian—may she rest in peace—wouldn’t want this.” 
 
    It would kill her again for you to see her as a vampire, when she’s fought them all her life—hated them completely as only a dhampyr can. 
 
    Colt slapped my arm to move my hand away.  “What do you know about what anyone wants or needs?  Have you ever had an unselfish moment in your life?  Bring her back.  Now!” 
 
    I turned my back on him and walked toward Kane.   
 
    Colt yelled after me.  “Do you hear me?” 
 
    As I came up to Kane, I said, “I’ll hold on to Vivian for now.  I apologize for my son invading your home.  Thank you for taking it easy on him.” 
 
    Kane gave me a single nod, acknowledging my words.  The ed light of battle had faded from his eyes.  They were dark stones now.  He sighed.  “A willful child is an eternal pain in a father’s heart.  Endure, my friend.  Endure.” 
 
    I gave him two nods back.  “You waited too long.” 
 
    Kane arched an eyebrow.  “What do you mean?” 
 
    Behind me, I heard a sizzle and crackle, smelling magic in the air as it turned red-copper.  Then the effect died down and I knew that Colt had taken his rage elsewhere. 
 
    I pointed over Kane’s shoulder.  “Red’s gone.  You’re going to have to chase her down.” 
 
    Kane spun to look, confirming my words.  “She fled?  Why?” 
 
    “Probably because she really is a virgin.  After thinking about sex for countless millennia, she’s probably both anticipating and dreading it.  She’s like a nervous filly, needing to be gentled before riding.  Your comment about taking her by the ass didn’t help her jitters.  She’s moved on to the you-have-to-catch-me-first stage of your relationship.  And she means it.” 
 
    Staring at empty space, Kane couldn’t seem to accept the current reality.  “But she gave her word!”   
 
    “That she’d sleep with you—yeah.  Did you actually pin her down to an actual date you could circle on your calendar?” 
 
    He looked back at me, a sheepish grin in place.  “I didn’t think it was necessary.  Women don’t tend to turn me down.  Ever.” 
 
    I sighed in sympathy.  “Yeah, that’s the cross I have to bear, too.  Going to chase her down?” 
 
    He took a few seconds to consider.  “She’ll come back.” 
 
    “Because she’s an honorable goddess.” 
 
    “Much to the dismay of the horses in the pasture, I have her giant centipede locked in the stables with some cows for dinner.” 
 
    I stared at the poor fool.  “What makes you think so?  She’s a goddess, remember?  Popping locks isn’t going to slow her down.” 
 
    His little ghostly blobs zoomed off with their cameras to check it out.  Kane followed them, leaving the museum.  Kane’s henchman followed their lord, leaving me and my people on our own. 
 
    I opened a portal to the Dragon World.  Myrrh went in with her people.  I followed, closing the passage behind me.  The front opened and we stepped out.  We were at the park where I’d beaten the Flawless, bringing it down in our battle.  The wreckage of the creature had been claimed by Selene for study.   
 
    The overgrown growths of mutated plants had been cut back.  All this place needed was landscaping and a few benches. 
 
    And a monument.  This is where Vivian sacrificed herself to save a world that knew little of her.  It’s a good place for misdirection. 
 
    I lifted my face to the Red Moon in the night sky.  “Selene, we’re ready.” 
 
    A glitter of crimson motes danced in the air over a field.  A female-shaped silhouette of red light appeared in the heart of the swarm.  The glow died down and Selene was revealed in all her beauty, wrapped in crimson silks that caught the wind and fluttered like war banners.  Her hair was piled high in a kind of hive that allowed a few spiral locks to escape and frame her face.  As she danced across the field, it smoothed out.  Gouges filled in.  Debris rolled clear.  After another few moments, a square dais of red crystal lifted out of the soul, a foundation.  Selene dancing on and red-crystal pillars grew into the sky along the rim of the foundation. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Myrrh asked me. 
 
    “Building a monument.  Arrange for a rock slab to be set up here and have someone inscribe a historical marker for future generations; something about Vivian’s heroic struggle to save the world from the Flawless attack, and her selfless sacrifice of her own life for a world of strangers—a heroic standard to aspire to for future generations.” 
 
    “That’s why she was placed in that crystal coffin,” one of the Black Dragon Clansmen said.  “To preserve the body for posterity.” 
 
    I grinned.  “Sure.  We’ll go with that.” 
 
    Selene continued to dance, graceful, enchanting.  We were drawing a crowd.  Soon the peaked roof went on the pavilion.  And still, Selene danced.  Stairs appeared so the public to ascend the monument.  And in its center, a crimson bier materialized with red prims jutting higher at each corner.  A red crystal coffin flashed into view, centered on the bier.   
 
    I led my people up the stairs, into the pavilion.  We strolled the polished crystal floor to the bier and looked down on the coffin.  It wasn’t the same one that Kane had used to store Vivian’s body in, but this wasn’t the same body either.  This was one of Selene’s magical clones.  Vat-grown, living, but never really aware, with a lot of brain function.  She had copies of all of us for organ spares in case of extreme injury in the on-going battle against the Flawless. 
 
    Colt had wanted a place he could come to mourn Vivian.  He now had such a place.  And we had a place that would act as a tourist draw, and make me—the emperor—a little pocket-change as well. 
 
    We’ll charge admission, half-price to kids. 
 
    The red crystal was darker than the previous coffin, but after we put in some bright lights, she’d be visible enough in a spooky, atmospheric way. 
 
    The real Vivian was still in a shadow-pocket dimension.  I’d get her back to Kane’s dungeon as soon as Colt tracked this version and us, to this location.  I hoped it put an end to his constant ambushes.   
 
    Too bad we can’t freeze time and keep Colt as a nine-year-old forever.   
 
    Almost on cue, Teenage-Colt appeared out of a flare of copper-red light, dropping down from the shadows of the roof, making a superhero landing near the bier and coffin. 
 
    He straightened up and slowly approached the coffin.  “This is what you were doing with her, you and Kane?” Colt asked.   
 
    “She deserves a monument to her compassion and courage,” I said.  “As long as the Dragon World endures, her story will be told across the centuries and grateful crowds will come and pay homage.” 
 
    And I’ll have stands set up nearby to sell memorial tee-shirts, mugs, and little red-plastic commemorative coffins.  I’ll make a killing. 
 
    Colt stretched himself out beside the coffin, one arm draping it.  We left him to his tears, walking off into the night. 
 
    “He really loved her,” one of the guards said. 
 
    I thought of a certain zombie stripper with a hunger for more than brains.  “You never get over your first love.  You just move on.” 
 
    Going down the steps of the pavilion, along a walkway, I pulled out my phone and placed a call to Ms. Greene. 
 
    She picked up quickly.  “Your majesty, what a surprise!” 
 
    Come to the capital park and see the new monument raised to Vivian, an Earth heroine who died during the Flawless attack.  Colt is there now, grieving.  You’ll get some good shots.” 
 
    “I’m on my way,” Ms. Greene said.   
 
    The magical connection between cellphones died.  I put mine away. 
 
    “Shouldn’t Colt be left to grieve in private?” Myrrh asked. 
 
    “Normally, sure,” I said.  “But these aren’t normal times.  As emperor, I owe it to my people to take every advantage on their behalf to secure a future for this world.” 
 
    And the complaints of the Silver Clan aren’t going to count much against the very public suffering of my children. 
 
     “It is amazing how you harness your evil for good,” Selene said. 
 
    I smiled fondly at her.  “Thank you.”  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    “There’s no sharper knife than pity.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I was in the gravity well of the Red Moon, descending into the atmosphere, looking for where Selene might have beefed up security since the home invasion we’d suffered.  She was hardly the subtle type; I looked for big changes and saw a new valley out behind the fortress—a big gouge in the crystal-laden soil.  The blackthorn jungle had been cut back as well, eliminating some ground cover would-be assassins might use.  The pit had creepy-crawly movement in the bottom—like maggots on a corpse. 
 
    Some of Selene’s magically altered hybrids: her version of an army on standby. 
 
    I dropped a few more miles toward the Red Moon and found myself inspected by wing-flapping cameras inset in clear glass orbs—like flying eyeballs.  After looking me over—and deciding I belonged here—they fluttered off. 
 
    The fortress swelled in size as I drew nearer.   
 
    A few white larval-like creatures winged up out of that trench.  They had mosquito noses and wasp tails slapped on.  And big, anime-style, blue eyes.  I wondered how many cyclops had died to give Selene those cosmetic features.  The humanness of that one trait gave the creatures a greater sense of horror, not that I let it bother me. 
 
    The flyers came right at me, translucent, red-veined wings blurring; one set up front, one near the back.  They dangled spidery limbs for grasping or spearing their prey. 
 
    Selene really outdid herself on these guys. 
 
    The flying sentries buzzed me and moved off again.  It made sense that Selene would have implanted in them the knowledge of who was not a threat.  You wouldn’t actual guests getting eaten.  I descended toward the high walls of the crimson fortress.  The roof was lined with even more of Selene’s iron gargoyles.  They also patrolled the grounds, red eyes bobbing as the ran tirelessly through the shadows.  This slice of the Red Moon was just beginning to spin away from the Dragon World’s sun, entering the twilight of evening. 
 
    The gargoyles knew me, too.  Those on the roof offered one-finger salutes as I neared.  That was better than their initial behavior back when I first started coming here; they’d try to rain on me with acid piss.  Keeping a wary eye out, I flew in and landed near the front door. 
 
    High on the lip of the roof, a couple of gargoyles grabbed their iron cocks, grinning at me evilly.  I knew exactly what they were wondering about: Can I get away with this? 
 
    Staring upward, I smiled an answer and wreathed my hands in golden lightning.   
 
    Best way to do weld metal. 
 
    The last time one of the clock-work monsters had messed with me, I’d broken him into parts and made myself a new barbecue and a smoker.  They looked weird but did the job, with the added bonus of creeping out the gargoyles.   
 
    The ones handling their iron cocks let them go and backed away from sight.  I think they’d just remembered that my lightning—hitting a stream of piss—could follow it back to the source and blast their iron balls into orbit. 
 
    I opened the front door and went inside.  emerging in the second-floor hallway.  That was new.  I was used to the rooms moving randomly on their floor.  Usually, the interaction with the house didn’t go vertical.  For some reason, it seemed the fortress thought I needed to be up here.  Or Selene did.   
 
    The dark wood of the floorboards had a high gloss to the sides of the crimson runner that ran down the center.  Rooms were ranked left and right, doors closed, with console stands, display cabinets, and the occasional flower-filled urn filling the spaces in between.  The big urn with red and yellow poppies was a familiar landmark to Colt’s door.   
 
    I opened the door and stuck my head in.  No fresh little-boy scent.  No sound of a PlayStation in use.  Colt was out.  And Lilja no longer seemed to be using his room.  I closed the door and went on.  The sound of voices led me past an oval console stand of oak and marble.  On the wall above it—for some reason—someone had placed the plaster head of a stylized moose, a pure pristine whiteness that contrasted well with the crimson wallpaper which had tiny gold dots.  Next to the moose-head was a red chrome coat of arms on a black shield: a pair of crossed, winged dildoes.   
 
    Just when I think Selene is approaching sanity, something like this pops up. 
 
    I went down to the next door and heard voices coming through—Colt’s, calm and measured, and Lilja’s in a piercing scream. 
 
    I hurried to look in, sure that Colt was throttling his new big sister, or about to. 
 
    But he occupied a chair pulled up to her bed.  She was under a Scooby-Doo bedspread, three pillows at her back, hands over ears while screeching.   
 
    Through it all, Colt kept on reading aloud from a book held protectively in front of his face: “The second part of Van Gogh’s color theory involved the use of tonal contrasts and the relativity of color. Tonal contrasts—otherwise known as broken tones…” 
 
    “I’ll break you, you hobgoblin’s girlfriend!” Lilja promised. 
 
    Colt pressed on with his attempt at art education.  “…and the relativity of color are both important aspects of complementary color theory.” 
 
    “Shut the duck up!” Lilja screamed.  “Someone, make him stop.” 
 
    Colt paused for a sinister chuckle and aside comment.  “No one can save you from me!” 
 
    I cleared my throat.  “Colt.  Go to your room and reflect on why you should not torment your sister while she’s recovering from torture.” 
 
    He spun in his chair to look at me.  “Dad!  I was just reading to her to help pass the time.” 
 
    “Noble of you.  Except she’s just lost the color of her universe and your choice of subject is designed to rub salt in the wounds.” 
 
    “Fine!” he said.  “I was getting tired of this anyway.”  A red-copper light enveloped him, then collapsed upon itself, leaving only the book in the chair. 
 
    I closed the door behind me and walked over to the bed.  Lilja had fallen back into her pillows in relief.  Her face was slack.  The pools of darkness where her eyes had been and her pasty white complexion gave her a ghostly appearance like some grudge from a Japanese horror movie. 
 
    I picked up the book and sat in the chair.  “How long has that been going on?” I asked. 
 
    “Too freakin’ long!” Lilja said.  “Momma says I mustn’t kill poop-head.  I’m tryin’ hard.” 
 
    “I appreciate, even though I do have a spare son.” 
 
    Startlement banished her irritated expression.  Wide eyes turned toward me.  “I have another brother?” 
 
    “Colin.  He’s half-fey, has ice magic and glamour.”  I held out the Foster Grant sunglasses I got from Briella.  “Here.  These shouldn’t block your perceptions and they’ll make you look cool?” 
 
    “I need to look chilly?” 
 
    “Cool; a stylish person respected by others.  I, for instance, am very cool.” 
 
    Even if I have to say so myself. 
 
    “Then so am I.”  She took the glasses and turned them around, puzzling out their function.   
 
    “The long stems go back and hook over the ears.  The oval, blue mirror parts cover the eyes.” 
 
    Ignorant but not stupid, she worked it out, sliding them on.  “I’m cool now?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said.  “When you want to intimidate someone, smooth out your face so no one can tell what you’re thinking, look their way, and ease the lens down your nose a little to show them your eye sockets—then put the glasses back in place.” 
 
    “Just that?” 
 
    “Silence is scary to people when it comes from an unpredictable person known for violent, irrational outbursts.  Trust me on this; I know.” 
 
    “Colin.  Is he a nice person?” 
 
    “In his way.  You have to understand that he has some of my DNA so he can’t be exactly normal.” 
 
    “I want to meet him.” 
 
    I lifted my voice.  “Selene?  Fetch Colin, please.”  Since Selene lived outside linear time, I knew that an instant response posed no problem.  A crimson portal opened in the room behind me, washing out all other colors.  I heard stumbling footsteps. 
 
    “Hey!  What’s the deal?”  It was Colin’s voice.  Apparently, Selene hadn’t asked, merely scooping him up out of the timeline somewhere. 
 
    “Over here,” I said.  “Come meet your new sister.” 
 
    “Dad?”  Colin came around the chair to stand beside me.  He wore a pale blue hoodie and faded jeans with slashed-out knees.  His gaze went to Lilja on the bed. 
 
    I said, “Lilja, this is your brother Colin.  Colin, this is Lilja.  She’s a magical entity of unknown power.  Try not to trigger a mystic apocalypse if you can help it.  She’s only been alive a few days and despite an adult vocabulary, doesn’t have a firm grasp of most realities.  I need you to protect her honor when you’re with her because she’s inexperienced and not quite socialized yet.” 
 
    Colin turned to stare down into my face.  “You’re trusting me—of all people—with a hot chick?” 
 
    “I’m not hot.  I’m cool,” Lilja said.  “Very cool.” 
 
    “She’s your sister.  And a child at heart.  You may be a fey horn-dog, but you’re an aristocrat.  Your grandmother and mother both raised you to understand honor,” I said.  “And you’re not the kind of person who curb-stomps baby birds fallen out of their nests.” 
 
    He stared at me a moment then nodded.  “Yeah, you’re right.” 
 
    Lilja smiled at him.  “Like my glasses?  Daddy gave them to me.” 
 
    Colin held up a thumb.  “Very cool.” 
 
    She took them off and held them out to Colin.  “Want to try them on?” 
 
    The blood drained from his face.  He trembled in shock.  “Blech!  What happened to you?” 
 
    I laughed to myself.  There’s that fey charm. 
 
    Lilja’s voice went soft and fragile.  “They hurt me.” 
 
    I’d seldom seen blood-boiling rage in Colin; I saw it now.  His winter-blue eyes narrowed to slits.  “Who did this?” 
 
    “Silver Dragon Clan,” I said.  “They stole Lilja to use against me and had some fun with her until I got her back.” 
 
    Colin turned that look of cold fury toward me.  “Tell me you killed them.” 
 
    Spoken like a true fey. 
 
    Before I could answer, Lilja’s giggle sliced the air.  She offered us a toothy smile.  “We killed them dead!  Hundreds of thousands!  It was so beautiful.”  She pulled back the electric-blue, mirror sunglasses and put them on, hiding her dark stare. 
 
    Colin studied her with calculation in his gaze.  “Yeah, you’re part of this family, all right.” 
 
    Lilja patted the bed beside her.  “Big brother, sit down and visit.” 
 
    They looked close to the same biological age, but Lilja was older, my latest first-born.  I guess she wants to wallow in a big brother’s protection.  Can’t say I blame her after what she’s been through. 
 
    Colin sat, one leg dangling off the bed, his right side toward Lilja.  He had a palm pressing down on the bedding, balancing him.  His new sister reached out and lay one of her small hands over his. 
 
    “Big brother is cold.” 
 
    “That’s my magic you’re feeling,” he said.  With his free hand, he gestured into the air and a swirl of snow appeared, winter winds keeping the flurries in a mid-air ball. 
 
    Lilja opened her mouth in a silent “Oh!” of surprise. 
 
    Using his glamour, Colin made some of the snow take on the form or running antelope with wiggling horns.  They were tethered to a big box-turtle, pulling it like Santa’s sled in slow loops and spirals.   
 
    Lilja clapped and laughed.  “Big brother is cool!” 
 
    Colin smiled, clearly enjoying the praise. 
 
    One of Selene’s new flying eyeballs appeared in the room in a crimson haze of light.  One wing brushed through the animated snow globe, destroying half the team of flying antelope.   
 
    “Eeeeek!”  Lilja sank back in her pillows, pulling the sheet up to her chin, yanking her hand off of Colin.   
 
    Colin’s raised hand closed on a beam of blue-white light and he held a sword of ice.  He poked at the flying eyeball and it back-winged, giving him space. 
 
    “It’s all right,” I said.  “That’s one of Selene’s toys.” 
 
    The eyeball emitted a crimson beam.  In that glow, an image of Selene’s face appeared.  “Caine, come downstairs to the family room.  There’s something you need to see.” 
 
    I stood.  “On my way.” 
 
    The eyeball vanished in another crimson blaze. 
 
    “Go on, Dad,” Colin said.  “I’ve got this.” 
 
    Walking around the chair, I went to the door and let myself out.  I followed the hallway to an upstairs landing and went down to the ground floor.  It didn’t take long for the room I wanted to come and find me.  I went in and found Selene sat on a black-and-gray sectional couch shaped like a banana.  There was a matching ottoman, an oval nearly the same size as the couch.  She faced the fireplace where red crystals mimicked flame, putting out light and heat as small jags crowned the tips.   
 
    On the mantle was a large-screen TV.  It was on, picking up a news broadcast from the planet below.  Instead of the usual media personalities, I saw a woman with silver hair and eyes.   
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    “Listen.” 
 
    I sat on the ottoman and faced the TV. 
 
    The reporter had an earnest, piercing stare and used a tone of voice that conveyed urgency.  “It is not without reason that we fear for our clan, our world.  The savagery of the attack on Silver Bay will not be forgotten in a thousand years.  And for what?  We have expert testimony for you that this so-called daughter of our mad emperor is merely a fabricated lab experiment grown by Selene, the Red Lady, in an attempt to deceive us all, giving cover for what was an unprovoked attack upon the citizenry.” 
 
    Selene said, “The Silver Clan has taken a page from your book, investing in misinformation and propaganda.” 
 
    “Where’s this coming from?” 
 
    “A pirate TV station.  They have very good warding up.  I’m still searching for it.  Sadly, I can’t crush them until I find them.” 
 
    “That would play into their hands, just making us look guilty,” I said.  “We need another way to handle this.” 
 
    “Call Myrrh—your latest fuck toy—and have her people get on it.” 
 
    “You know about Myrrh?” 
 
    “Please.  No one spends two hours in a portal conduit without carnal excess being involved.”  
 
    “When I gave up my harem, it was agreed that one-time dalliances were still allowed by way of compensation.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean I have to like it.” 
 
    I turned on the ottoman to see her eyes lit up with crimson fire.  “Are you feeling neglected?” 
 
    She crossed her arms under her heavy tits, making them bounce.  “What if I am?” 
 
    Golden eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind.  My dragon’s voice filled my thoughts: I’ve got this. 
 
    You’re sure? 
 
     I’m the one with a mating bond to her.  Your soul bond goes to Lilja—for some reason. 
 
     My voice deepened.  The air in front of my face hazed with golden light as my dragon pressed in, crowding my awareness back so he could take over.  I felt my muscles bunch with tension and then I sprang.   
 
    Selene gave out a girlish shriek but didn’t resist very hard as I landed on her, one hand cradling her head for a kiss, my other hand firmly gripping a breast.  I bruised her lips with my own and soon she was moaning and making other urgent sounds. 
 
    Red light bathed us and our clothes vanished.  My body scaled up, taking on dragon traits.  My tongue grew a foot and a half.  Dragon wings exploded out of my back.  Fanning the air, I felt a sharp pain in my ass as extra vertebrae grew in and a lengthening tail formed.   
 
    The whole room lurched into motion as Selene made sure we weren’t going to be found for a very long time.  The furniture vanished.  We floated in a crimson cloud.   
 
    Selene’s shift into a red dragon was instantaneous.  Her claws gripped me firmly as I continued to grow into a slightly undersized dragon.  Our tails wound around themselves, then our necks.  Selene bit me, causing a spurt of red arterial blood.  The wound healed in a moment but the blood-spray had an aphrodisiac effect upon Selene—as always.  In dragon form, she dwarfed me a bit; but I still had to godly cocks that were large, even for a dragon and I knew how to use.   
 
    Only it was my dragon in control.  I was just a voyeur this time around.  And I knew it would be hours now until I had control again of my own body.  As our dragons went at it, gold and red dragon fire shimmered into being along our contours, brightening the clouds.   
 
    As Selene’s first orgasm took her, she trumpeted her pleasure, a sound echoing into forever. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    “Opportunity best grows  
 
    in the soil of anarchy.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    The family room was back along with all the furniture.  The room no longer felt like it was racing around.  The flaming clouds were gone.  And so was Selene. 
 
    She probably has experiments in the dungeon to feed—or dissect. 
 
    I groaned, picking myself up off the floor.  There was no sign of awareness from my inner dragon.  He’d totally worn himself out.  Our body felt refreshed from sleep, yet also lethargic.  I needed calories.  My stomach complained.  And my throat felt dry as a desert gulch at high noon.  I summoned a patch of shadow and reached into it, snagging a bottle of Jim Beam from Gloria’s bar back on Earth.  Opening the bottle, I guzzled freely.  Finishing off half of it, I capped it and put it back into shadow until needed.   
 
    I clothed myself in a suit of darkness, wandering out into the hallway, heading for the kitchen.  I should have gotten there but pushed through double doors and found myself in an exercise room that was new.  Heavy mats covered the floor.  There were mirror-walls and weights in one corner. 
 
    Grunting with exertion, Lilja held Colin’s sword of ice.  Her brother had one, too.  He was giving her a crash course in sword-fighting.  He’d created mock-warriors of ice, frozen in postures of impending violence.  Colin showed her how to read the intentions of the enemy, to view the zones through which they’d be moving—if they were able to move.  Lilja bared her teeth, using what strength she had to shatter arms and slash across torsos.  Her murderous enthusiasm was obvious and heart-warming. 
 
    Off to the side, sitting on the floor, legs crossed under her, Xan watched the show with critical eyes, her head rhythmically bobbing.  An MP3 nestled in a shirt pocket near her heart, wires trailing up to earbuds to deliver the sound.  Her giant blue-crystal sword lay on the mat next to her.  Xan’s gaze slid over to me and she grinned, waving furiously.  “Hi, big brother!  I’m back.” 
 
    I gave her an answering wave moving across the mats, my shadow converted into more appropriate clothing: black sneakers, cargo-style shorts. And a Hawaiian shirt with black skulls and palm trees on a field of black. 
 
    God of Shadows hits the scene! 
 
    Colin and Lilja broke off practice as I got to them and Xan came running over, her huge sword carried so the blade rested on one shoulder, pointing behind her. 
 
    Colin jerked his chin up and down by way of a greeting.  “I thought if people are going to be coming after her, Lilja could use some training.” 
 
    “I saw, but physical power and endurance aren’t her strong suit.  You should give more thought to building on her actual strengths.” 
 
    Courage wasted in stupidity is the most heartbreaking failure of all. 
 
    “Smarter, not harder.  I get it,” Colin said.  “So, what do we have her do?” 
 
    Lilja abandoned the discussion, rushing up to Xan, peering at one of her ears.  Lilja reached over and gently fingered the earbud wire.  “What’s that?” 
 
    Xan took off the one earbud, rubbed it on her shirt, blew away possible lint, and then stuck the bud in Lilja’s left ear. 
 
    Lilja sucked in a big breath, held it, then let it escape in an oversized gasp.  “Cool!” 
 
    “It’s a song called The Pit of Woke, by Lizard Lips.  They’re my favorite grunge band,” Xan said.  “If you listen very carefully, you can almost understand the words.” 
 
    “Grunge?  What’s the point of that?” Colin asked. 
 
    “Hey,” Xan said, “Growling and screeching lyrics at the same time is an art form.  Plus, it pumps me up to kill things.” 
 
    “I’ll stick to synthwave.  Lost Years is awesome!” Colin said. 
 
    I shook my head sadly at him.  “What’s with this fascination over fake 80’s music?” I asked.  “Those of us who lived through that era are still trying to forget Rainbow Brite and After School Specials.” 
 
    Lilja ignored us, having progressed from head bobbing to a kind of dipping at the knees. 
 
    “That’s not how you dance.” Xan squatted a moment to lay her sword down. She took one of Lilja’s hands and proceeded to demonstrate a rather tribal groove sadly containing no inhibition whatsoever.  Arms and legs jerked and flailed as if electricity was involved.   
 
    I tried not to look.  It pained what passed for my soul. 
 
    Colin made gagging noises. 
 
    Xan ignored him. 
 
    Colin broke off to grab his phone out of a pocket.  He checked the caller ID and answered.  “Colt!  Bro, where are you?  You gotta see this.  Xan’s dancing again.” 
 
    A red-copper burst of light came and went, leaving a thirteen-year-old Colt standing on the mats, his hoodie black with a large white skull in front.  He scanned us.  There was a flash of distaste on his face as he noticed Lilja.  Good humor returned as he caught sight of Xan’s exuberant face and her reckless attempt to dance. 
 
    Letting go of Lilja’s hand, Xan broke off her movements, not even breathing hard.  “And that’s how you do it.” 
 
    “On Mars,” Colin muttered.  “Hey, anyone else hungry?” 
 
    Xan glared at him. 
 
    Lilja eased the other earbud out of Xan’s ear, then stole the MP3 player from her pocket.  Lilja dropped the player inside her shirt, wearing both buds so she was effectively deaf.  She grabbed my hands and pulled me away from the others. “Dance with me, Daddy!” 
 
    I don’t do a lot of dancing until I’m too drunk to care how I look, and even then, I only slow dance so I can grab-ass in a prelude to sexual excess.  Not appropriate at the moment.  However, growing up, the Old Man had often tried to inflict culture on me which included—of all damned thing—learning to waltz.  It had been a while, but one never really forgets circling and weaving to three-beat classical music.  
 
    Like driving a tank.  You just do what’s natural. 
 
    I seized her hand and drew her closer, pressing low in her back.  Her free hand latched onto my shoulder.  “You find a rhythm and glide.”  I counted out loud for her.  “One, two, three…one, two, three…”  She stumbled a little but I moved us slowly.  She adapted swiftly, soon offering me a smile.  After a few minutes, I speeded up and widened my strides.  She flowed along with me as if some buried part of her remembered what it was like to be a plasmatic shadow beast jetting through water, under dark green glass.  A while later, I slowed down again.   
 
    One of the buds had fallen out of its ear.  I gave her some combat advice.  “Battle is like dancing.  You stay relaxed, fluid, adapting to changes, changing up your own timing to the needs of the moment.  You just keep moving until everyone trying to hurt you is dead and you’re safe.” 
 
    I heard music starting up and spun Lilja around so I could see the others over her shoulder.  They were having a picnic.  Colt had pulled out a couple of boxes of pizza from his hoodie pocket, and a second MP3 player with attached speakers.  The music he played was dance-club style, rife with synth and electric drums.  I took out the remaining bud from Lilja’s ear and we continued for a while with modern music using four-beat grooves. 
 
    After polishing off a box of pizza on her own, Xan jumped up and hurried over, a smear of grease on her chin.  A grin on her face.  “My turn,” she yelled. 
 
    I let go of Lilja to accommodate Xan, standing there, arms open wide.     
 
    Xan grabbed Lilja and danced her off on an erratic course that reminded me of a steel ball bring in a pinball machine.  Things smoothed out when Lilja took the lead.  And then my adopted daughter Julia was there in jeans, a floral top, biker boots, and a blue jean vest, her hair tied into a ponytail.  She wore a western-style gun belt with pearl-handled six-shooters in the holsters.  
 
    She smiled, moving in to claim me.  “I’ll dance with you.” 
 
    “Fine with me.  Do you want to lead or shall I?” 
 
    “You can,” she said. 
 
    Ignoring the timing of Colt’s MP3 music, I continued with the waltz I’d been teaching Lilja.  Julia had it down cold in no time since she was familiar with many Dragon World dances that used a six-eight-time signature.  
 
    Trying to be funny, Colin called over.  “I get the next dance with him.” 
 
    I yelled back.  “Sorry.  My dance card is full.” 
 
    Sweeping around Lilja and Xan, I interrogated Julia with a smile.  “What is this?  A convention of the Legion of Five?” 
 
    My younger self and the others—except for Lilja of course—formed an elite strike force that often jumped time to keep the Flawless of the future from changing timelines to give themselves the victory in the coming multi-verse war.  I’d been in the Dragon World’s past on one occasion and had seen one of their battles while hiding in the shadows. 
 
    I should have had memories of these skirmishes, but the younger me had his memories blocked so my present time action stayed pure and the timeline wasn’t twisted into pieces, breaking off into countless parallel realities—each one shortening the life of the cosmos. 
 
    “Not quite,” Julia said.  “Zahra couldn’t make it.  The rest of us are just taking a little break before the next mission.  And Colt told us about Lilja.  We decided to come and do a threat assessment.” 
 
    We continued to swirl and glide on auto-pilot.  I shrugged.  “All swords have edges.  You can’t blame the tool for the carnage and blood it leaves in its wake.” 
 
    “So, anything she does wrong is your fault for using her wrong?” Julia asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far.” 
 
    “How far will you go?” 
 
    “Twenty feet.”  I noticed Selene entering the exercise room.  She wore a crimson silk formal dress with a low-cut back and a matching wrap of gossamer lace dotted with red seed pearls.  Her red hair was piled high, glinting with ruby-studded clips.  She walked easily in four-inch heels despite the mats on the floor.  Her red lipstick was bright on her pale face.  Her red-crystal eyes caught me, a silent demand for attention. 
 
    “Selene’s here to claim the next dance,” I said. 
 
    “I’m not sure which of you is the bigger glutton for punishment,” Julia said with a smile.  She’d known me many years; and understood that bad boys must be bad.  And bad girls a riot. 
 
    We danced on an intercept course for Selene.  “Why not take Colin or Colt for a spin?” I suggested.   
 
    “Colt,” Julia said.  “He’s a gentleman.  Collin keeps saying we’re not blood-related so it’s all right for him to grab my ass.  That’s why I wear my guns around him most of the time—my version of protection.” 
 
    As we reached Selene, I spun Julia out of my arms and latched onto Selene, noticing that the soles of her shoes didn’t quite touch the floor.  She insisted on leading and I let her get away with it because I both loved—and feared—her. 
 
    Natural caution.  Insanely power people can be suddenly violent.  Sure, they’ll cry latter over your broken body, but by then, a universe of pain has set in.  I’m not afraid of pain, but I don’t go out of my way to embrace it.  And yet here I am. 
 
    “A penny for your thoughts,” Selene said. 
 
    “Trying to low-ball me, aren’t you?  My thoughts are worth at least a twenty.” 
 
    “I’m a goddess.  I can just rip them out of your head if I want to.” 
 
    Funny how becoming a god didn’t chase away all my problems.  Maybe I should have just grabbed my inner dragon by the balls and gone Super Saiyan instead. 
 
    “I was just thinking that becoming a god is a little overrated.  All my problems haven’t magically fixed themselves.” 
 
    Selene looked up and away into an impossible distance.  “That’s because a god’s responsibilities are all-encompassing, so you wind up with even more problems.”  
 
    She dipped me suddenly, killing our motion as we posed dramatically.  All I needed was a rose in my teeth.  Selene pulled me up and we continued our dance as the MP3 player shifted to a hip-hop song. 
 
    “After you became a goddess, did you find a workaround for that issue?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course.  The secret is to do your best and not to care about what you can’t control.” 
 
    “I never thought I really did care about much more than getting drunk, killing things, and being an utter man-slut.” 
 
    “Your most admirable features,” Selene said. 
 
    “Somewhere along the line, I started getting attached to people.  Do you think a sociopath is capable of recovering his lost humanity?” 
 
    “Are you sure you were a sociopath?  Maybe you were just a greedy, narcissistic bastard.” 
 
    “Can’t I be all of that?  I don’t think those traits are mutually exclusive.” 
 
    In the course of dancing, we circled the room and returned to where the pizza boxes were stacked and the MP3 player cranked out its ghetto-pop.   
 
    Lilja and Xan were closer.  They broke off dancing so Xan could continue to stoke her irrepressible hunger with more slices.  Lilja smiled at Colt—nicely for once.  “Want this next dance?” she asked.   
 
    “With you leading, blind-girl?  You’ll step on my feet and run me into a wall.” 
 
    “You should be so lucky,” Lilja said. 
 
    Julia leaned over and smacked Colt’s arm.  “Be nice.  It’s a family party.  She’s not hurting you.” 
 
    Not yet, I thought. 
 
    “She stabbed me in the throat with a plastic spoon at the hospital,” Colt said.  “And you don’t know all the things she’s done to me over the years.” 
 
    “This Lilja hasn’t done most of those things,” Colin said.  “Have you considered that you being mean to her now is why she’ll be mean to you later?” 
 
    Selene and I stopped dancing, waiting to see parental intervention was going to be needed due to outright bloodshed. 
 
    Lilja stomped closer to Colt and kicked the piled pizza boxes into his face.  “Butt-head’s just mad he can’t dance good like me!  You better watch it.  You can’t hide behind Zahra; she’s not here.” 
 
    Xan picked up the one pizza box that still had slices inside.  With grave concern, she opened the box and peered inside.   
 
    Colt snatched up Xan’s blue-crystal sword and leaped to his feet. 
 
    A sword of solidified darkness appeared in Lilja’s hands. 
 
    When did she learn to do that? 
 
    A quick smile appeared on Xan’s face as she looked up.  “It’s okay; the pizza’s all right.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    “Set phasers to extra-crispy!” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    “Kids!”  I got all of three inches before Selene stalled me with a hand on my chest. 
 
    “Let them get it out of their system.  They have to resolve things.  Better now than later.” 
 
    “Someone could die,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Colt is most at risk,” Julia said.  “He’s the one among us with a moral center.” 
 
    “He has immediate rage but no thirst for blood,” Colin said. 
 
    Xan held a slice of pepperoni pizza pointed toward her lips.  “Don’t worry.  If things get too bad, I’ll jump in.”   
 
    I wondered if Xan could really tell what “too bad” looked like.  From what I’d seen, she was the poster child for unrelenting irresponsibility.  My little sister was a lot like me. 
 
    Alight with blue snarls of electricity, Colt’s borrowed sword clashed with Lilja’s.  Chips of shadow were smashed off the edge of her sword but darkness flowed like blood, filling in the gaps.  Colt had her on the run in that she didn’t try to fight him with raw strength.  Her movement was more like dancing as she spun and sway, luring Colt into her timing.  Colt seemed too mad to notice. 
 
    I had to wonder how much garbage—in the next few years—Colt was going to have to put up with.  I knew it couldn’t be helped.  She was his bear to cross.  We’d all be enduring Lilja’s growing pains as we force her development into the ultimate weapon.   
 
    I just hope my father wasn’t shit-faced when he thought it best to implant me with that embryo of darkness.   
 
    I also wondered in what freakish hell-dimension he’d found that prospective bio-weapon.   
 
    Actually, I had a suspicion about that; my father was a native of Tartarus.  At one time, that dark dimension had imprisoned Bella, its dark goddess, draining her to power its advanced civilization.  My dad was ruthless enough to impregnate her and later, cut the embryo from her womb.  Back when I’d freed Bella, returning her to power, she’d fallen instantly in love with me; likely a transfer of emotion from my father—whom I resembled.  I had no real evidence but it felt right. 
 
    Selene’s elbow rammed into my side.  “Pay attention.  These are our kids trying to murder each other.  We owe them a proper critique.” 
 
    There was progress in the struggle; Colt had slowed, becoming more methodical, using actual fencing technique to drive her into a corner.  Lilja seemed to be on the verge of defeat, her sword half-shattered, splinter flying with every block. 
 
    I didn’t buy it; the tell-tale smile on Lilja’s pale face told me she had something up her sleeve. 
 
    She thrust the ragged tip of her blade at Colt’s face.  He batted the thing away with demi-god strength, leaving dark shards to tumble in the air.  In that moment of being overextended from his blow, I don’t think Colt realized that Lilja had actually let go of the sword to sweep low, emerging well inside his guard.   
 
    The dark spheres that passed for her eyes erupted in flat ribbons of shadow.  Uncoiling, one bunch trapped his arms.  Another bundle acted like tentacles, clutching his throat, throttling him.  While Lilja had no strength, her shadow-force lifted Colt off his feet and swung him into a sidewall.  It cracked, indented by his body.  His head went into drywall.  It was fortunate there was no brick there. 
 
    The blue-crystal sword fell from Colt’s hand. 
 
    Lilja pulled him free, showing every sign of bashing him into the wall some more.  Xan and Julia crowded in, each grabbing an arm.  Colin held a giant pair of scissors made out of ice.  He went in to cut the shadow-ribbons strangling Colt.   
 
    Lilja screamed at those restraining her.  “Let me go!  Butt-head must die!” 
 
    Hanging back from it all, I sighed, turning my face to Selene.  “Happy now?” 
 
    Selene smiled.  “Very.  She adapts quickly.  She’s learned to use her weakness and to lure in others with it.  And she’s found her power—your power.  Or don’t you feel her feeding off your shadow magic right now through your soul-tie?” 
 
    Now that she mentioned it, I could feel shadow magic ebbing away.  “Damn!”   
 
    Lilja struggled to get free but didn’t turn her shadow power against Xan or Julia. 
 
    Julia turned Lilja’s face to look eye-to-eye.  “Listen, you kill him; his suffering is over forever.  You leave him alive, and he’ll always be there for you to harass.  Do you really want all your fun over so fast?” 
 
    Lilja stared back, calming, the tension bleeding from her small frame.  “Okay.  That’s a good point.” 
 
    Colin kept clipping at the ribbons of shadow but the ice scissors slipped through the shadow, doing no damage. 
 
    But before Lilja could let Colt go, he shook his head, losing some of his dazed look.  His dragon had apparently healed his cracked skull and contused brain.  He was red-faced, struggling to breathe, but the red-copper fire in his eyes burned fierce and bright.  His whole body crackled with golden jags of lightning.  The lightning burnt through the ribbons and he fell to the mats.  Old training took over, causing him to roll on impact and get some distance from the threat.  He rolled to his feet, leaving scorched matting behind and a few spots of flame.   
 
    This time, he called his own sword to him from the ether.  The black straight-katana was washed in a demonic red aura.  Its ravenous hunger filled the space.  What the blade didn’t kill, its aura did, absorbing souls, feeding on them.  The blade was a reservoir of devoured souls.  I’d once owned, having given it to Colt.  The weapon really did have a mind of its own.  It took a massive effort to keep it in check; effort Colt looked like he was abandoning. 
 
    Not good. 
 
    My shadow slid across the mats, pooling under Lilja.  Curved petals snapped up into the air, encasing her.  The pod sank into the pool.  My shadow retracted, returning to me.  The pod thrust up again.  The petals opened and fell away.  And Lilja stood beside me, her eyes back to what passed for normal with her. 
 
    Colt padded toward us across the mats.  He still clenched the demon-sword. 
 
    Selene stepped into his path, her outstretched hand reaching for the sword. 
 
    The sword tip veered to the side, clearly wary of feeding on her insane power.  Colt stopped.  There was blood on the side of his face.  “Mom,” he said.  “What are you doing?  You’ve turned your back on that vicious monster.” 
 
    “Your father’s not that bad,” Selene said. 
 
    “I meant Lilja,” Colt said.  “You clearly haven’t thought this through.  If she grows to menace the Flawless, he’ll be powerful enough to turn on us as well.  She’s already showing that.” 
 
    “Biased much?” I asked.  “Just because she smashed you into a wall?  Do you know how many times your grandfather all but killed me?  It’s our family dynamic.  Love will always kill and maim its objective.  That’s how you know it’s real.” 
 
    Lilja wrapped her arms around me, lodging her face against my chest.  “He’s gone crazy; put him down, daddy.  Put him down!” 
 
    “How about we all separate and cool off instead.”  I turned Lilja toward the door and walked her across the mats with her still clinging to me like a starfish.  “Xan, Julia,” I yelled.  “We’re going out back to the pool.” 
 
    “I’ll take the boys to the gun range,” Selene said.  “I haven’t tried out my new brass cannon.” 
 
    “We have a gun range now?” 
 
    “With Julia coming over more often I thought it a good idea,” Selene said.   
 
    I didn’t look back, keeping Lilja in motion.  We entered a hallway that led to another.  Soon, as rooms moved around us, we left a side door, going out onto a covered walkway.   Set away from the fortress was a concrete porch supporting what had once been a three-story greenhouse.  Outdoor lights lit it up.  The Moon faced away from the sun so it was night here, cold with crisp sparks in the night for stars. 
 
    We headed toward the structure.  A few steps along the path, one of Selene’s flapping eyeballs swooped by to inspect us.  It took a good look and then flew away. 
 
    Lilja stared after it.  “What was that?” 
 
    “Some of your mother’s gene-splicing. She’s using them to help guard the property.  You don’t have to worry about anyone breaking in here ever again.” 
 
    We went to the three-story pool house and let ourselves in.  The air was warm and wet.  I smelled the strong scent of chlorine.  There were no misting hoses, UV lights, or potted plants.  The place had been given a facelift.  Above, the place had a barrel-roof with skylights. 
 
    Redbrick surrounded a swimming pool full of crystal-clear water. An electric pump pulled water from the pool to feed an artificial waterfall that plunged down from red-crystal shards that anchored a set of plastic waterslides.  One end of the pool had a pair of diving boards such as you might expect.  One of them was four feet above the water.  The other jutted from a fifteen-foot wooden tower.  The far side of the pool had lounge chairs for casual lounging, end tables, and a couple of miniature orange trees planted in big Chinese urns. The farthest wall had a number of changing booths for those wanting to change into or out of swimsuits. 
 
    The near side of the pool that we moved into was bare, just an open space.   
 
    There ought to be a little hut with a thatch roof, a bar with stools, and roof supports in the shape of wooden tikis grinning like demons.  I’ll mention it to Selene. 
 
    Lilja let go of me and strolled to the edge of the pool.  The bottom was painted an aqua-blue and there were submerged lights that helped tint the water.  Black lines striped the bottom, lanes for those who might want to race.   
 
    I walked up beside Lilja.  She was locked in place, staring more through the pool than into it.  Her mouth was open, lax. 
 
    “Lilja?”  I got no response at first but after a moment she muttered.  “Where’s the green glass?” 
 
    “What green glass?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head violently and shied from the pool.   
 
    I stopped her with an arm across her back.  “It’s just water—but you shouldn’t try to drink it.”  She stopped trying to get away.  “want to see something cool?” I asked. 
 
    I sent my very dark shadow out to the pool.  The darkness fell onto the water’s surface and continued across to the other side where it climbed up to the surrounding brick.  I left her.  I walked on my shadow, willing it to have the same kind of density I put in my shadow-blades.  I hopped down from the edge of the pool and strolled to the midpoint of my shadow bridge. 
 
    I turned to face her.  “It is better to be feared than to be afraid.  That begins with you defeating your own fear and learning to do the impossible while making it look easy.”  This had been one of the first lessons the Old Man had taught me when he began training me to be a demon lord. 
 
    Lilja came back to the edge of the pool, peering down at the shadow bridge.  She knelt and reached down to push on the part of the bridge that first touched the water.  One hand became two.  Satisfied it wasn’t going to tear like wet tissue paper, she crawled out on it and stood.   
 
    I held out a hand.  “Come on.  There’s nothing to fear but me and I’m on your side.” 
 
    “My…side…”  Echoing the words, she took a small step, then another.  Her steps came faster, widening.  And then she threw herself in my arms, hugging me.   
 
    I continued filling her in the salient points of her new existence.  She had my vocabulary and a lot of images in her head, but not a lot of experience to make definite sense of things.  “You can’t breathe underwater unless you’re a fish or something.  If you find yourself falling in, create a shell of darkness around your head to trap air you can breathe until climbing out.’  I illustrated, putting a beachball of darkness around my head, sealing it tightly around my neck.  I pushed my divine perceptions through the shell so I could see her once more.  She reached up and touched the shadow-helmet I’d formed.  I felt the light pressure of her fingertips on the darkness. 
 
    Like a balloon, I popped the darkness and reabsorbed it.  I grinned at her.  “Never panic.  Stay calm.  There’s always a way to survive and bounce back if you stay in control.” 
 
    I willed the bridge to lift and swing us over to the side of the pool.  “Want to go swimming?” I asked. 
 
    She continued to cling and shook her head no. 
 
    “Fine.  Let’s go monster-hunting.”  I figured the best way for Lilja to conquer fear was to learn that it, too, can die at her hands. 
 
    There were monsters loose out there in the wilds of the Red Moon, a lot of escaped experiments and things Selene lost interest in that she’d simply let go to build an eco-system with.  The smaller, less formidable prey lived in the safety and shelter of the thorn-choked valleys.  Larger monsters prowled the mountains and plains, concentrating mostly where rivers flowed and lakes were found. 
 
    I pulled my shadow bridge to me like a black river, letting it flow over our bodies, becoming light-weight armor and weapons.  Thinking of Julia’s six-guns, I made us PX4 Storm semi-automatics with shadow-bullets.  The weapons were made of shadow turned steel-hard.  I’d been stripping, cleaning, and reassembling weapons of all sizes and types all my life.  I understood how all the parts interacted.  And whatever ai could properly imagine, I could shape. 
 
    I spent some time drilling her on how to safely handle a firearm then gave her some advice on its use.  “We do not kill family and friends with these.  If you put any holes in Colt, he’ll be pissed.” 
 
    Lilja’s shadow eyes lit up with black flames at the thought. 
 
    “And I’ll be mad at you, too,” I said.   
 
    The shadow-fire dimmed down.  “Momma, too?”   
 
    “Hard to say,” I said.  “By now, she’s got clone replacements ready to wake up on their slabs.  All I can say for sure is she won’t care about blood on the carpets—they’re already that color.  Okay, here are your prime directives.  One; do everything I tell you so I’ll stay happy.  Two; when you have to let your inner monster loose, don’t get caught.  Shadow hides a multitude of sins and what people don’t know; they can’t bitch to me about.”  I stared hard at her.  “Understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy.” 
 
    “Then there’s just one more thing.  Three; if in doubt about unleashing scorched-earth, no-prisoners-taken, apocalypse-now vengeance, don’t.  You don’t draw and point it at someone unless you’re sure they need killing.  Do as I say, not as I do.  I have a reputation for excessive violence—for some reason.  You don’t need to copy my mistakes.  You can learn from them.” 
 
    “You’ve made mistakes.” 
 
    “Far more than I’ll admit to, but yeah.” 
 
    It was funny how easily I could talk to Lilja.  She didn’t understand enough to judge me and probably wouldn’t if she could.  Really, it felt a lot like talking to myself. 
 
    “Back to guns,” I said.  “They aren’t good or evil, just tools.  Don’t threaten people with one.  Threats put people on guard and can be used against you at trial.  But if your life is in danger—draw, empty your clip, reload, and continue firing.  Head and heart shots are the best.  There is no such thing as excessive defensive fire or being too safe, but don’t kill innocent bystanders.  Their families can sue.” 
 
    “You’re afraid of suing?” Lilja asked. 
 
    I nodded.  “Lawyers are the worst monsters of all, especially in their evolved forms as judges and politicians.”  I mentally pictured myself huge as a building, stepping on a cluster of lawyers, squishing them like cockroaches.  A shudder of pleasure went through me. 
 
    Lilja patted my arm in sympathy.  “Don’t be scared.  I’ll protect you from the monsters.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Thanks.  Hey, time to go!”  My shadow swept us up, twisting us out of time and space.  We were deposited out under the stars, by a river’s edge, right next to a T-rex with tentacles instead of arms.  Though surprised at us, it roared. 
 
    That’s new.  I bet it tastes just like chicken. 
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    “Few things are as fun as  
 
    killing something powerful!” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Bloated, purple-gray tentacles with peach-colored suckers stabbed at us.  The T-rex also had a second mouth in its belly, one with a kraken’s beak.  The beak opened as the tentacles curled behind us, preparing to sweep us directly into its stomach. 
 
    Lilja stood her ground, showing no intimidation at all with me beside her.  I felt a draw on my shadow magic—and then she was slashing with a shadow sword bigger than she was.  This was only possible because solidified shadow still lacks weight.  The sword took off the tips of two tentacles.  The severed tentacles didn’t bleed and the tips wiggled on the ground like giant mutant maggots.   
 
    The monster screamed in rage from both mouths.  Not only were the roars deafening, but the creature’s breath was fetid with a rotting blood smell.   
 
    I reached over and took the shadow sword from Lilja.  “Always use the right tool for the right job.”  I pushed my will into the shadow-shape and formed a barb-wire slinky.  I threw the coil at the T-rex’s toothy head.  The barbed slinky uncoiled in flight.  The T-rex bit it’s middle while the ends wrapped around its head.  I made a pool of darkness under the T-rex.  It sank up to its hips in what could have passed for a tar pit. 
 
    “Watch what happens when I draw out more length from the slinky, making it a mono-molecular filament,” I said. 
 
    “Monno—” 
 
    “It means ‘so thin you can’t even see it’.” 
 
    The slinky responded to my godly desire and vanished into its new thinness.  At its new size, it wrapped even more and became incredibly sharp, instantly cutting the T-rex into bloody chunks that tumbled to the ground.  Like the head of the beast, some of the pieces bounced and rolled into the water, attracting baby sharks.  They were rude enough not to thank me for the free meal. 
 
    Lilja bounced on her toes, clapping.  
 
    I smiled.  Finally, one of my kids appreciates my efforts. 
 
    My ground-shadow swallowed the rest of the T-rex.  It would keep in the isolation of pocket dimension until we got back and I could break out my new barbeque.   
 
    Hmmm.  I’m going to need an army of grills.  Or another plan.  I thought of Chef Yorrik back at the royal palace.  I wonder if he’s ever cooked dinosaur.  One way to find out. 
 
    “Take Daddy’s hand,” I told Lilja. 
 
    She looked at me blankly but held out her hand.  I took it and pulled shadow around us.  The vortex walled off the Red Moon.  When the darkness opened, spiraling into nothingness into the floor, we were down on the Dragon Planet.  The Palace’s huge stainless-steel kitchen surrounded us.  The place was empty except for the master chef at a countertop, a bowl of ice cream at one elbow and a stack of cookbooks in front of him.  From the titles on the spine, I could tell he was bushing up on Earth's cuisine. 
 
    Seeing me, he slid off his stool and bowed low. 
 
    “You’re my personal chef,” I said.  “That ranks you higher than foreign diplomats.  You don’t have to grovel.” 
 
    “Kind of you to say so,” Yorrik said. 
 
    I pulled out a stool for Lilja and me.  We sat and the cook settled back in.  He didn’t return to his books however, reaching for the ice cream.  “I have more if you’d like some.” 
 
    “What kind?” I asked. 
 
    “Maple-nut with mocha ribbons.  The chocolate fudge and chopped peanuts add a true depth of flavor.  The books were right.” 
 
    Lilja stared with her shadow eyes. 
 
    “You want to try it?” I asked her. 
 
    “Yes, Daddy.” 
 
    Yorrik jumped up and ran to fetcher her a serving.  Lilja went along to supervise.  She watched with interest when the chef used an ice cream scooper to carve out balls and place them in a bowl. 
 
    “The right tool for the right job,” she said. 
 
    The chef smiled at her and nodded.  “It’s all about presentation.  You feast with the eyes and then the tongue.”  He blanched, suddenly noticing for the first time that something was really wrong with her eyes.  “I’m…I’m sorry,” he told her. 
 
    “Why?” she asked. 
 
    “I didn’t realize you were—” 
 
    I interrupted him.  “She sees just fine with her magic.  She just does have any eyeballs.” 
 
    “The silver dragons hurt me,”  
 
    The chef looked appalled. 
 
     Lilja was really getting good with that simple, bland delivery that made everybody around her crumple in sympathy.  Sure enough, the chef added a couple more scoops to her bowl and then broke out a massive supply of toppings in little plastic canisters.  “You just tell me what sounds good.  I’ve got jellied ginger, chocolate sprinkles, fudge, dried cherries, and tabasco sauce, and cheesy crackers.” 
 
    “I’d hold the tabasco sauce and crackers,” I said. “She has unsophisticated tastes.” 
 
    Mostly just wants blood. 
 
    The chef grunted his understanding and soon handed Lilja a bowl with ice cream, fudge, and cherries.  They came back to the counter, taking their stools.” 
 
    “Lilja,” I said, “this is master chef Yorrik.  He works here in my royal palace making yummy food.  If you ever need anything special, just ask him.” 
 
    “I want a scooper!” she said.  “Scoopers are fun.” 
 
    “Really?” I said. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Yorrik said.  “I have plenty of spares.” 
 
     “Speaking of having ‘plenty to spare’,” I said.  “We just went hunting and have some protean for you to grill.” 
 
    “Of course.  How much and what kind of meat is it.” 
 
    “Bit of a spin on surf and turf,” I said.  “We bagged a dinosaur-kraken hybrid, about eight tons of it.  Some of it fell into a river and got lost.” 
 
    Like a masochist hit in the head with a hammer, he looked both stunned and intrigued. 
 
    “Dinosaur-kraken?  I can’t imagine the flavor, but I’ll try anything I can drizzle a sauce over.” 
 
    I grinned.  “That’s the spirit!  Where can I drop off the meat?  It still needs to be butchered.” 
 
    “I’ll call my kitchen staff and assistant chefs.  When do you want this served?” 
 
    “No hurry,” I said.  “I know you’ll want to experiment with flavors and try out various cuts and recipes.  Let’s give it about a week.  We’ll a birthday party for Lilja here.  We’ll need a cake.” 
 
    “Nd izqueem!” Lilja made the request around the spoon in her mouth. 
 
    “And ice cream,” I said.  “Maybe some ice cream sandwiches.” 
 
    “Fine.  Excuse me.  I need to get my people, as I said.”  Chef crossed the room toward an intercom phone on one wall. 
 
    “We’ll just finish our ice cream, then go.”  I fashioned a long-handled spoon from shadow and moved it over to take a little of Lilja’s dessert. 
 
    She growled and snapped her teeth at me like a ferocious kitten. 
 
    I jerked my spoon back before she could snatch it and stab me in the throat.  “You’re not going to share with Daddy?” 
 
    Her brow creased as she thought about it.  Her scowling face hovered low over her bowl.  “Share is a bad word!” 
 
    “Not even one bite?”  I pretended to blink back tears. 
 
    Her eyebrows crowded together.  “Well…maybe one bite.  A small one.”  I eased my spoon closer, lowering the head into her bowl.  I dug up a bite.  “Too much!”  She used her spoon to slide half of my spoonful back into her bowl.  “There.  Go ahead.” 
 
    It didn’t seem worth it but I sampled the ice cream.  “Not bad.”  Playing with her, I moved my spoon closer to her bowl again. 
 
    She spun on her stool, putting her back to me and started eating faster.  She reminded me of a prison inmate guarding his food while eating.   
 
    Maybe this is from Xan coming over.  She might have helped herself to Lilja’s snacks a little too freely. 
 
    “That Xan is always eating, huh?” I said. 
 
    “Always,” Lilja confirmed.  She didn’t sound happy about it either.  That confirmed my guess.   
 
    “You know,” I said, “I can show you a way to always get treats whenever you want them.” 
 
    She spun around to face me.  “Really?” 
 
    I pointed over at the industrial-sized freezer that had the ice cream in it.  If you can mentally hold the image of a place with food, then you can send shadow there.  The shadow can bring you what you want.  Watch this.”  I formed a foot-wide disc of shadow—a mini-portal—and reached my hand in.  I grabbed a box and pulled it out.  “And then you can enjoy ice—uh, frozen fish sticks.”  I put the fish sticks back and felt around in my portal.  On the next try, ice cream came out.” 
 
    Lilja smiled.  Her eyes would have lit up if she had any.  “Cool!” 
 
    I put the carton back.  “I’ll tell the chef to keep a supply of frozen desserts in there for you.” 
 
    She slid her now empty bowl away and threw herself into my arms.  “I love you, Daddy.” 
 
    The universe stopped for a moment.  A strange pressure filled my chest.  It was almost like I cared about something other than myself.   
 
    Nah, can’t be.  Probably too much ice cream. 
 
    The kitchen filled with workers.  Several large blue tarps were spread out on the floor where there was space.  Workers broke out circular saws and a large number of meat cleavers.  Master Chef Yorrik approached me with a joyous grin in place.  “We’re ready!” he said. 
 
    I got off my stool and walked over to the closest tarp.  The tarps went black with impenetrable shadow.  Chunks of bloody met bobbed into view.  The piles grew.  Finally, when it was all out of the pocket dimension, I reabsorbed the shadow.  Everybody fell on the meat.  Yorrik barked orders, deciding on the types of cuts he wanted, doing his best to identify what animal parts he was seeing.  The pieces with wire-sliced bones helped him—like putting a puzzle together. 
 
    “Yorrik,” I yelled. 
 
    His head rose.  His face turned toward me; his eyebrows lifted in inquiry. 
 
    “Keep the freezer stocked with ice cream for Lilja at all times.  If you need more freezers for the dino-kraken, just buy them.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord!” 
 
    Opening a portal back to the Red Moon, we left the master chef to his meat-puzzle.  Lilja walked with me down the black conduit of my magic.  It opened in her bedroom.  We went through.  I closed the portal down. 
 
    Xan and Julia were there, changed into pajamas.  Sitting on Lilja’s bed, they waved hello, then looked back at the TV.  We were getting a transmission—with magical assistance—from the planet below.  The show was something like The Voice but featured celebrity judges and contestants from the Dragon World.  There were four chairs turned away from a raised dais where a teen girl shook a tumbril and smacked it against her hip as she crooned nasally about lost love and eternal pain. 
 
    Somehow, I refrained from drawing one of the PX4 Storms I carried and riddling the screen with bullet holes. 
 
    I’ll teach you what real pain is. 
 
    “Oh!” Lilja screamed.  “I love this show.”  She held an ice cream scooper that I’d hadn’t seen her get.  She pushed a button on its side that made a curved metal stick brush inside the scooper.  Had it been loaded with ice cream; this would have helped the scoop to fall free. 
 
    A real high-tech gadget.  She’s learning to acquire things through shadow.  That will make her a little more independent.  Note to self: beef up the magical defenses on my armories and secret treasure vaults. 
 
    “I’ll leave you to it, then.”  For sanity's sake, I needed to flee.  
 
    I left the room and followed the hall.  I found a new stairway going up that hadn’t been there before.  Curious, I went up and around to another floor.  This wasn’t one I remembered.  There were the usual faux beams in the ceiling and wall sconces with dim-glowing red crystals, but the neglected crystals needed recharge. Without my dragon-quality vision, it would have been difficult to see. I had no problem.   
 
    In place of the red runners on the wooden floors, such as other floors had, the runner here was black, edged in gold.  Cobwebs were everywhere.  Between closed doors, were wall tapestry’s; battle scenes featuring warring dragons.  A few console stands were set against the walls where there were no hangings.  They were empty of displays and thick with dust.   
 
    This could have been a movie set; I had a sudden feeling a ghost or vampire might pop out at any time.  Manfully, I continued on, my curiosity fully engaged. 
 
    It’s like this hall’s been hiding itself away for a long time.  I wonder why.  And why come out of hiding now? 
 
    I listened, wanting to know if I were alone.  I only heard my own soft footfalls.  I reached the end of the hall, a dead end.  There was no stairway to take me up or down from here.  But on the wall in front of me was a red curtain with a golden loop of rope to one side.  I reached out and tugged a few times.  The curtain opened after several jerks.   
 
    I stared at an oil painting in a massive black wood frame with a gold nameplate on the bottom piece.  The plate said: Portrait of Prophecy.   
 
    Ah, a magical relic.  I bet the images change along with the timelines.  This is hella cool. 
 
     In the picture, I wore black shadow-armor, leaning forward on a huge fucking sword made of darkness.  My head was bare of protection and set in a grim expression I had yet to number.  Behind me, a world died in flames.  I couldn’t see it clearly enough to know which world was at risk.  Standing next to me in the painting, Selene wore a crimson gown with matching cuprite earrings and necklace.   
 
    On one knee, his back to her, Colt wore some kind of high-tech battle-suit.  He had a scar across his left cheek and a stern expression on a twenty-something face.  Sitting on a padded bench just in front of me—on my side of the painting—Lilja, Xan, and Julia wore expensive party dresses.  They looked older.   
 
    Hopefully, that means I had a few years before I lose a world. 
 
    Someone wants me to see this at this point in time.  Again, why?  To save a dying world that will otherwise be lost?  That wasn’t originally lost? 
 
    I sensed a presence behind me.  I turned.  And saw Selena.  Five of her.  They were all grim-faced. 
 
    “Clones or temporal ghosts?” I asked. 
 
    “Ghosts out of time,” the closest one said.   
 
    “What’s this all about?” I asked. 
 
    “You’ve seen this picture before, right?”  They were letting the same version of Selene do all the talking. 
 
    I nodded.  “Sure.  I saw this picture the first time I came to the Red Moon, back when I first took the name of the Red Moon demon.  Only…”  I fell silent. 
 
    “Only what?” Selene asked. 
 
    “This picture has a few differences.  The timelines must have shifted without affecting my memory.” 
 
    “The time-shift happened after you became a god,” Selene said. 
 
    “So?”  I still didn’t understand what they were getting at. 
 
    “The burning world is new,” Selene said.  “That’s the Dragon World.  It was saved before.  Now it’s going to die in the war.” 
 
    I stepped closer to Selene, putting a hand on her arm.  “Why?  What did we do wrong?” 
 
    “You are currently at war with the Silver Clan but you aren’t going to cleanse the world of them.  You have to be thorough.  Some can be allowed exile in some hell-dimension of their own, but the rest must die.  Otherwise, those you spare will swallow the false promises of the Flawless, becoming their allies.  This will lead to a breach of our planetary defenses.  The Dragon World will be lost.” 
 
    I turned back to see the burning world in the painting.  “I’m not averse to mass murder and exile, but the optics of it will be problematic. These are supposedly more humane times.  We’re an allegedly more enlightened people.  There will be a lot of unrest and rioting.  And the surviving clans will be harder to work with.  The others will see the stupidity of trusting me.” 
 
    “Other emperors have done as much,” Selene said.  “At one time in pre-history, we had a Bronze Clan that ruled all others; before the rising of the Gold Clan.”  Selene swept up to me, staring in my eyes.  “Everyone knows I’m crazy.  I’ll do it, then you can appease the people by banishing me here to my moon and publicly taking a new queen.” 
 
    For some reason, my mind flashed to Vivian in her cell. 
 
    I glared at Selene—all of them.  “I don’t need your sacrifices.  If every fucking silver dragon needs to fucking die with their eyeballs popped out, I’ll do it.” 
 
    All of the Selene-ghosts smiled in satisfaction; they’d gotten what they wanted.  As I walked through their midst, they snapped out in shimmering red cascades, leaving me alone—for a dozen more steps.  Ahead of me, in the middle of the hallway, I saw Lilja.  She stood there in jammies and pink fuzzy slippers, clutching the white bunny I’d been given at the hospital for her.  Her blacked-out eyes and pale face made her look like the ghost I’d been half-expecting. 
 
    I stopped in front of her.  “Why aren’t you with the others?” 
 
    “Mr. Bunny missed you.  Come watch TV with us.” 
 
    I shuddered in horror at the suggestion and forced a smile.  “I’ll walk you back, but I can’t stay.  I’ve got business on the Dragon World.  A future to save.” 
 
    “Eyeballs to pop,” she said. 
 
    “You heard that, huh?” 
 
    “Daddy, I’ll help you kill the bad dragons.” 
 
    “I’m not ready for that step yet.  I need to give them a planetary eviction notice first.  Those that don’t leave on their own will certainly die.  And I also need to meet with the Golden Clan leaders.  They need to know the Silver Clan might target them because of my new policies.” 
 
    “Talk, talk, talk, talk, talk…” 
 
    “Right.  So, you go back to Julia and Xan, and have extra fun for me.” 
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    “So much for being liked.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    After getting Lilja back to her room, I summoned shadow, twisting myself out of time and space.  Unfurling the darkness, I stood on the Dragon World, at the TV station.  I walked in.  The guards at the station leaped to their feet behind the security desk. their eyes lit with recognition.   
 
    They weren’t the ones I’d met before.  Both had the obsidian hair and eyes of Black Dragon Clansmen.  Almost synchronized, they brusquely bowed and straightened.  Regular civilians tend to kneel.   These two had a military bearing, wearing the new military hand-guns—45. Magnums—imported from Earth.  Dragon-born have no trouble handling the powerful recoil. 
 
    I suspected Myrrh had something to do with these two being here in place of regular security guards.   
 
    Probably. any place I regularly go to is going to get an upgrade in security.  And if those places don’t have security, they’re going to get it. 
 
    The man on my right said, “My Emperor!  How may we serve?” 
 
    Definitely military background. 
 
    I waved them back.  “Just visiting.  You can tell Lilsah, the general manager, I’m here.” 
 
    The one on the left spoke in a low, urgent voice into his magic-powered walkie-talkie.  Finishing, he looked at me.  “She’s coming.” 
 
    “Fine.  I’ll go wait by the elevators.”  I left the lobby for a hallway, stopping by the elevators.  I watched the glowing button that indicted a car was already coming down.   
 
    She’s hauling ass.  But then, it’s dangerous to leave a god unattended.  We start looking for ways to amuse ourselves. 
 
    After half-a-minute, the doors dinged open.  Lilsah rushed out, hastily braking as she saw me.   
 
    I reached out to keep her from falling over.  She was as hot as the last time I’d seen her; same heart-shaped face, bronze skin, and russet hair.  Her pantsuit was chocolate-brown.  Under the jacket, what I could see of her top was thin as nylons.  Black thread embroidered the top with floral designs.  A lot of skin tone got through; sexy without being slutty.  Not that there’s anything wrong with that; some of my best friends we’re sluts.   
 
    It’s an art form when done right. 
 
    I pushed her back onto her feet and made sure she had her balance before letting go.  Her face flushed with embarrassment—or maybe lust for my body.  I couldn’t rule it out; power attracts and absolute power attracts absolutely. 
 
    “I’m sorry.”  She sounded breathless. 
 
    “Could have been worse,” I said.  “You could have been running with scissors.” 
 
    “I would never…!” 
 
    I smiled.  “Then you’ll never know what you’re missing.” 
 
    “Umm, what exactly can I do for you?” she asked. 
 
    “Now there’s a loaded question.”  I turned her around and pushed her back onto the elevator.  “Let’s go to your office and talk about it.”  I stepped on.  She pushed the button for her floor.  The car rose smoothly.  When it opened, we stepped off.  I let her lead the way.  The hallway was done in pale gray and faded yellow.  The carpeting was a grayish-indigo blend.  The hall took us past a number of offices.  She led me to a wider area where a receptionist desk guarded the manager’s office.  The receptionist was gone for the day. 
 
    Lilsah’s door had been left open.  She led the way inside, to the visitors’ chairs, offering me a seat with her sweeping hand.  “Sit down.” 
 
    I closed her door and walked past her, around the desk, and took her big leather chair with its quilted back and headrest.   
 
    Comfy. 
 
    The desk was a mess with papers piled up.  An in-basket was as full as the out-basket.  There were a few binders as well.  With my godly perception, I could have read the binders without opening them but I wasn’t that interested. 
 
    She followed me around the desk and perched on its edge, leaning toward me so her cleavage was almost in my face.  She seemed not to care about the amount of study I gave her as she flashed me her inner thighs.   
 
    Someone’s told her it’s her turn to ride the Deathwalker Express. 
 
    “What can I do for you, my lord?”  Her eyes smoldered. 
 
    Damn! 
 
    “Business first.  I have an extreme measure I need to perform for the sake of our world.  It will not be popular.” 
 
    “So, you need me to put a positive spin on things for you.” 
 
    “That’s pretty much it.” 
 
    “What do I get out of it?” she asked. 
 
    “A guaranteed answer to your next prayer,” I said.  “I am a god.” 
 
    “I have a child from a former marriage,” she said. 
 
    “Congratulations.” 
 
    “I want him accepted into the Imperial Academy with a full scholarship.” 
 
    “That’s a private school run by a cadet branch of the Gold Dragon Clan.  Few members of my clan are fond of me.  They aren’t likely to do me any favors.” 
 
    “People that ignored you before can’t afford to do so anymore; you’re the God-Emperor of the planet.  Sooner or later, they’ll want something from you.” 
 
    “Any other demands?” 
 
    She gave me a high voltage smile.  “There will be plenty, but as you said, ‘business first.’” 
 
    I rolled my chair closer to her and uncrossed her legs, separating them.  She lifted her sweet ass off the desk long enough for me to push her skirt up to her hips.  I was rewarded with a view of coral-pink panties.  I teased her covered mound with the back of a finger, gliding along her slit. 
 
    “I said business first,” she purred. 
 
    “This is a negotiating tactic,” I said.  “I’m trying for the best of terms.” 
 
    “Ah!”  She eased back so she was lying on her desk, a sacrificial offering to her god.  “In that case, don’t let me stop you.” 
 
    I guided her smooth, sexy legs over my shoulders.  My heightened sense of smell detected her moistness.  I slid a thumb inside the material that veiled her garden of delights.  She made an interesting sound deep in her voice. 
 
    “What else do you want besides school admission?” Using my teeth, I tore the cloth away and spit it out.   
 
    A small gasp escaped her.  Though distracted, she answered the question.  “I-I, umm, could use a job as the press secretary for the royal palace.”   
 
    “Done.”  I feathered kisses on the inside of her left thigh, then went to the right, taking my time getting to the main course.  I circled a thumb at certain pressure-points and heard her heart pounding faster.  “What else?”  I moved in and planted a kiss on the thick lips of her pussy, then delved deeper with the tip of my tongue. 
 
    A knock came through the closed door.  “Lilsah?” 
 
    She raised her voice to a near-shriek.  “Go—the fuck—away!  I’m busy.” 
 
    A man on the other side of the door muttered.  “Rude much?”  His steps on the outer carpet were soft as they retreated.  Even my dragon-hearing strained for the sound.  You’d think I’d be oblivious given the situation, but my survival skills included awareness of my surroundings at all times, no matter what I was doing.  Only a double-cock ejaculation had ever broken my discipline. 
 
    A conqueror of the universe needs to be able to multitask. 
 
    Well-stimulated, the pink pearl of her clit emerged from its hood.  Her arousal scent grew stronger.  Little shivers announced the nearness of her first climax.   
 
    I drew back, looking across her torso.  She had her jacket open and her hands under the transparent top, tugging on her hardened nipples, rolling them, pinching.  I smiled.   
 
    So impatient.  I’d have done that for you. 
 
    “If that’s all, let’s close the deal,” I said. 
 
    “In me, now!” 
 
    I rose out of the chair.  Moving over her, I guided my lower cock, brushing her pussy lips with the think head, then slowly sank into her depths, trying to give her a chance to adjust to my super-human size. 
 
    “Oh, fuck!” she said.  “I’ve never been stretched so wide.  So full…!   Umph!”  The walls of her channel spasmed, milking my cock.  “Ah!”  Her back arched off the desk and the paperwork under her.  Her hand slid off her tits.   
 
    I grabbed them through the sheer material, messaging with my fingers.  She had a series of orgasms that throttled my cock half to death before she slumped into a quivered mess.  Once the main event passed, several aftershocks followed.  Through it all, I found a steady, driving rhythm.  Her desk was bumping along as I pounded into her so I kept having to inch forward.  Lilsah was going to have some nice bruises to remember me by, not that I was close to being done. 
 
    The knocking at the door returned.  A voice came through.  “Lilsah?  I really need you to approve these new schedules.  Why’s this door locked anyway?” 
 
    Lilsah whimpered softly as another major shock built up within her.  She roused herself enough to answer the guy at the door.  “Go.  Away.  Do.  Not.  Fuck.  With.  Me.” 
 
    The guy went away. 
 
    Lilsah lifted a trembling hand and pointed it at my face.  “You, fuck me…all you…want.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.”  I felt my balls sack tightening, pressure building.  The second time for her was my first as we came together.  My hands were claws on her tits.  I tore her top way as thick ropes of cum pumped deep into her from my lower cock, and my upper cock jazzed across tits.  Some of my white splatters hit her face.   
 
    “Umm.”  She used a finger to scrape it off and sucked her finger clean.  Then she looked down her body to where we were joined.  She saw one cock and felt the other buried in her shuddering passage.  Her eyes widened.  “It’s really true!  I’d heard the rumors, but…!” 
 
    I waited to make any response, letting my first ejaculations pass, struggling to not lose track of my surroundings.  Last time I’d done that, my soul link had summoned my shadow-beast—nearly killing Gloria.  That danger no longer existed, but I didn’t want to open my soul-tie and dump my sensory input onto Lilja.   
 
    No telling how that could warp our relationship. 
 
    I softened enough to slip out of her.  Needing time to recover before the next bout, I filled her in on what had to happen, and why.   
 
    Listening, her eyes grew huge.  “A major purge?  We haven’t had one in a thousand years.” 
 
    “It’s for the sake of the world.  I’m not letting everything I own get burned up by the Flawless just because of the back-stabbing silvers.” 
 
    “At least you’re offering them the option of relocation off-world.” 
 
    “Those that stay will die in a moment.  The killing isn’t hard.  It’s keeping the goodwill of the other clans that’s a problem.  They’ve provoked me a lot recently.  If they keep that up, it will help.” 
 
    She sat up on her desk.   My cum dripping down her tits and stomach.  I offered her what was left of her shirt to clean up a little.  She took the rag with a frown.  “That cost me a lot of money.”  She wiped up the globs and set the rag aside.  “The Silver Clan has a college near here.  They only take in silver and gold clan children.  The students there operate a pirate TV station.  I’ve complained about the bandwidth interference, but the silver bureaucracy just takes my complaint forms and ignores the situation.” 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    “What do they use this station for?” I asked. 
 
    “Propaganda.  Ever since you became a hero to the world, they’ve been bad-mouthing you, saying your unholy ‘black magic experiments’ are what brought the Flawless threat to our world in the first place.  And since the Silver Bay incident, they’ve been going on about you being a rabid beast needing to be put down for the sake of innocent children everywhere.” 
 
    “How’s my propaganda doing against theirs?” I asked. 
 
    “At first, you were holding your own.  Since the hospital footage of Lilja was released, you’ve pulled ahead.  More and more people are tuning out the Silver arguments.” 
 
    “That means they’ll be changing their tactics soon.” 
 
    She nodded.  “Desperate people do desperate things.  That could help us; if they get out of line, totally exposed, you might have an easier time than you think.” 
 
    Thinking about ripping some silver scum into bloody chunks got me hard again.  I pulled her off the desk and turned her around, pushing her back down on the desk while her feet touched the floor.  “Sorry, but you’re not going to have it easier; you get both cocks this time.” 
 
    “What?  I’ve never—” 
 
    “First time for everything.”  I opened a mini-portal of shadow and pulled out a bottle of lube.  I flipped off the top and drizzled the lubricant on her puckered anus, working it in with a finger.  After a while, I added another finger into her ass, loosening her up.  “Try not to tense up.  Relax as much as you can.” 
 
    “I don’t like pain.  Can’t you just fuck my tits or let me suck you off?” 
 
    “You got everything you wanted.  My turn.  But I promise I’ll at least try to be gentle—at first.”  High above the news station, the night air shivered with the magical sound of a mission bell.  With my free hand, I set the bottle aside and rubbed her back.  My lower cock slid into her wet pussy.  I soaked my self in her juices then pulled out, letting that cock press in as my fingers came out.  I concentrated on getting the head past her ring of muscles, letting her get used to me. 
 
    “Easy!  Easy!” she yelled. 
 
    “I’m holding it there.  Breath deeply.  Try to go limp.  Trust me.  I know what I’m doing.” 
 
    “Selene lets you do this to her?” 
 
    “You think I give her a choice?” 
 
    Actually, I do.  She’s the only one that really scares me, not that I want that well known.     
 
    I pushed a little more giving her another inch. 
 
    “Oh, gods and demons, you’re tearing me apart.” 
 
    I made a fake sound of sympathy.  “I know.  They all say that at first.” 
 
    The room lit up with crimson light.  On the far side of the desk, Selene appeared in a red silk nightgown, a bottle of champagne in her hands.  She put the bottle on the desk and leaned in, turning Lilsah’s head to the side so she wasn’t facedown anymore.   
 
    “I want to play, too.”  Eyes ablaze with lust, Selene kissed the station manager hungrily, running fingers through the woman’s russet hair.   “You don’t mind, do you?” 
 
    I went in another inch… 
 
    Selene swallowed Lilsah’s sudden gasp. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    “I am a legend in more  
 
    then just my own mind.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    The mid-morning sun was low in the sky.  I crossed a concrete courtyard where students weaved in odd vectors. There was a dress code; students wore metallic silver uniforms, pants and skirts varied for gender.  Their hair was silver, eyes as well, giving everyone a blind albino look.  I had to move carefully so no one crashed into me, getting inside my magic barrier.  Touching me, they’d be able to see and hear me.  That would blow my cover unless I wanted to start leaving mysterious bodies. 
 
    Silver-Mill College was a cluster of old gray buildings that crowned a lush hill just outside of the capital.  It had survived the coming of the first Flawless and the death-winds that had followed its death.  There was a good reason for that; like everything built by people carrying inner dragons, the architecture was impossibly sturdy and sprawling.  And it hadn’t been at ground zero.  The clock tower, roof cornices, and flying buttresses were built with the weight of dragons in mind.  In fact, as I walked onto campus under the concealment of my cloaking magic, I saw several young dragons perching here and there.   
 
    Golden eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind.  My inner dragon grinned.  Looks like the students are concerned.  You think they’re expecting trouble? 
 
     “They ought to be.  They’re running a pirate TV station, filling the airwaves with hate speech.  I’m as much a fucking anarchist as anyone, but it’s me they’re bad-mouthing so I can’t let this go.” 
 
    You don’t want to let it go.  You want to curb-stomp some of these mouthy radicals. 
 
    I shrugged.  “Well, yeah, there is that.” 
 
    After fun and games with Lilsah, she showed us recordings of some of the student broadcasts.  There was one squinty-eyed bastard of a silver dragon who’d claimed Lilja was just one of Selene’s secret experimental subjects, not a real child.  The silver clan punk had claimed that we’d put out her eyes ourselves just have an excuse to kill the innocent.  What really chaffed my rosy ass raw was the ridicule they dumped on the visiting children who’d brought stuffed animals like the bunny Lilja now had. 
 
    I held my palm up so I could see the black shadow tatt there.  A triangle was surrounded by twin rings. Outside the rings, there were symbols for the cardinal and secondary directions.  The central triangle had black-on-black glyphs for electricity and air.  As I focused on what I wanted to find, the triangle wobbled, its longer tip moving on my skin.   
 
    Just a magic compass really, a minor scrying spell the Old Man had taught me when I was ten.  I expected it to lead me straight to the pirates.  That last part remained to be seen.  It was certainly leading me somewhere. 
 
    I approached a co-ed dorm with less ornamentation than the other buildings.  Students were rushing out for classes.  I waited off to the side for the flow of traffic to play out.  Tilting my fingertips upward at the higher floors invigorated the shadow tatt; the black rings floated up, one of them balancing on my palm.  The other ring moved to bisect it, forming the fore-and-aft cross-hairs of a targeting site.  I swept my hand across the floors until the triangle floated up inside the rings to nail the location I wanted. 
 
    Inside my head, my inner dragon grinned again, eyes of golden flames narrowing.  We’ve got them now! 
 
    “Yep.  Top floor.  Of course, that big metal antennae up there was my first clue.” 
 
    The student traffic died.  I went up a short flight of gray steps and pulled open a frosted glass door.  I went in and let the door close behind me.  I ghosted down a wide hallway with graphite-colored tiles.  Above, the plaster ceiling was high.  Hanging lamps dangled on silver chains, burning with electricity.  The building probably had its own generator.  A lot of the planet still had gaslight street lamps.  Electrical power was just getting a toe-hold, viewed by many as a luxury. 
 
    Coming to a staircase, I headed up.  The sound of my feet on the stairs went up ahead of me.  I could be heard coming until I came near someone; then my magic would make the listener ignore what they were hearing.  The You-don’t-see-me spell didn’t make me invisible; it convinced others to not notice me. 
 
    Rounding a landing, I heard the sound of running feet.  I jumped up on the railing and balanced as three girls hurried past me, late for class.  Once they’d passed, I jumped down and continued upward.  I wound around a few more times and reached the top floor.  That’s where I left the stairwell. 
 
    The new hallway had dove-gray carpeting and silvery-blue walls with white trim.  Consulting my palm shadow-tatt, I got fresh bearings and continued up a flight of stairs, exiting on the roof.  I was very near the antennae.  It shot up from beside a small structure with wrap-around windows.  There was a silver clansman in dragon form on the roof, over at a corner, peering down at the grounds. 
 
    I threw a snarky thought at his back: Keep up the good work, clansman.  I feel much safer with you on the job. 
 
    I walked around what had to be the TV station the students were using.  Of course, as expensive as the off-world technology was, I knew the coffers of the Silver Clan had opened to provide this for them.  I thought of the clueless snowflakes on Earth and sighed. 
 
    It’s so sad that radicals get everything in college except for a decent education. That’s what happens when you leave education up to liberals. 
 
    I found the only door to the structure and peered in through its glass window.  There were two students inside: a boy with a clipboard and a pen, and a girl sitting near a microphone, a laptop in front of her.  They had the same coloring as the rest of the Silver Clan and seemed to be in the middle of a heated argument.   
 
    I opened the door and went in, closing the door as soon as I could.  My spell kept them from looking my way and noticing anything strange.  Walking normally, giving the students a lot of room, I circled the space, looking everything over. 
 
    Very expensive equipment.  Too bad I’ll probably have to blow all this up.   
 
    I found a spot to get comfortable and eavesdrop.  This was a chance to pick up intel on the Silver Clan.  The students wouldn’t have access to big secrets, but if the higher-ups wanted to generate propaganda, they’d have to keep the TV crew in the loop to some extent. 
 
    The guy with the clipboard was now looming over the girl as if his looming mass was really all the argument he needed. 
 
    My inner dragon sneered at him.  Bully! 
 
    He said, “I’m telling you we’re perfectly safe.  The Imperial Troops aren’t going to come busting in here, tossing lightning around.  The public outcry would be tremendous!  The demon-king would be forced from his throne.” 
 
    Naive, I thought.  And why would I give all that fun to someone else?  If anyone’s going to toss lightning, it will be me. 
 
    My inner dragon nodded his scaly head in agreement.  Such ignorance!  Doesn’t he know that to be a dragon is to dare!  I bet his heart would taste good wrapped in pink peppercorns and bacon, grilled with a mango glaze. 
 
    “You’ve watched too much Food Network,” I told him.  “Stop hi-jacking my human form when I’m asleep.” 
 
    It’s the only time I don’t have to fight you for the remote. 
 
    Oblivious to my conversation with myself, the girl lifted a placating hand, fending off the male.  “Look, hate him or not, he is a god.  We all saw what he did to the Flawless.  I just think we need to make sure no more of those things are on the way before we chase off the only person who can fix the problem.” 
 
    “Our clan leaders know what they’re up against now.  They’ll be ready next time—if there is a next time.  Look, it’s likely there is no threat.  The demon-king needed to give the world a reason to take him in and let him have the throne.  He’s a damn corpse-fucking necromancing son of a shadow-mage and evil to the core.  I have no doubt the rumors are true and that he was the one who opened the gate to bring the Flawless here in the first place.” 
 
    Amazement flashed through me.  “If only I were so diabolically clever.  My enemies have way overthought this.” 
 
    Yeah, my inner dragon said.  Only I’m that smart. 
 
    “Fuck you,” I told him. 
 
    You wish! 
 
    “Shut up, I want to hear this.” 
 
    The guy put down his clipboard and set a heavy hand on the girl’s shoulder.  “Listen, Trissa, I know he’s a scary monster…” 
 
    I nodded agreement. 
 
    “…and that he’s killed hundreds of thousands of us, and gotten away with it…” 
 
    Another nod. 
 
    “…but the world won’t fix itself.  And we’re not on our own.  We have support from the Golden Clan and many of the others.  If we don’t rise up now, our children, our world, will wear the chains of this egotist forever.  Destiny has called us to a battlefield, one not of our choosing.  We can’t back down.” 
 
    The girl shrugged the hand off her shoulder.  “That’s not what I’m saying.  If he’s clever, we’ve got to be on our toes.  We’ve got to be smarter, or we’ll be dead, too.  I think having the TV station right on campus is a big mistake.” 
 
    The male shook his head sadly at Trissa.  “We are taking precautions.  We’ve got sentries watching all approaches.  The demon-king won’t get within a mile of here without us knowing.” 
 
    She sighed.  “I hope you’re right, Jingo.  No one is going to give us a do-over.” 
 
    My inner dragon used my eyes to appraise the young woman’s figure.  I’d do her.  Over and over.  Once you’ve gone gold, silver is old. 
 
    “Damn,” I said.  “You’re as bad as me.” 
 
    Now that’s insulting. 
 
    The male picked up the clipboard.  “Anyway, the Dean gave me the new talking points for our midday broadcast.  And the elders are sending over some mages that will let our little set-up here swamp the signal of the regular media.  Everyone tuning into them will get us instead.  Your face will go across the planet.  You’ll be a celebrity.” 
 
    “A dead celebrity,” Trissa said.  “The tyrant will know exactly who to take his frustrations out on.” 
 
    “By then, it will be too late.  The new Clan Leader has a plan to take the demon-king out.  Our next broadcast will set that up.” 
 
    “You really think Hax can banish the demon-king?” she asked.  “He jumps realities all the time, bouncing from here to Earth, to Fairy.  And that’s another thing; Caine’s the High King of Fairy.  We could be triggering a war.” 
 
    “Hax can handle it.  He’s the strongest leader we’ve had in ages.  No one knows the ancient lore better.  We just need to believe in him.” 
 
    I addressed my inner dragon.  “I think we’re going to have to leave this place untouched for now.” 
 
    We’re not going to kill the guy, rape the girl, and fry the dragon’s ass outside?  Isn’t carnal plunder the divine right of kings?  I’ve seen Braveheart. 
 
    “Maybe later.  We need the next broadcast to go out so they’ll go on with their plan.  This Hax is a bigger fish.  I want to see what he thinks he can do.  We’ll take a few precautions, of course.” 
 
    I wrapped myself in darkness and twisted time and space away.  I could always come back; now that I knew where to come, next time, I could just will myself to this location.  Darkness unfurled, sinking back into my body where it lived at full strength.  Taking a moment, I shut down the shadow-tatt on my palm. 
 
    I stood outside Selene’s fortress on the Red Moon, beside a plot of ground given over to rosebushes.  Selene and Lilja walked the rows, using watering cans to nourish the flowers.  I smelled dissolved chemicals in the water.   
 
    “Having bug problems?” I asked.  “Aphids?” 
 
    “The wanger-naughts keep eating them.  This should keep them away,” Selene said. 
 
    “Hi, Daddy!”  Lilja held up her watering can.  “I’m helping momma.” 
 
    I smiled.  “I see that.  Good work.”  I turned my gaze back to Selene.  “What the hell is a wanger-naughts?” 
 
    One of the winged eyeballs swooped down to look me over and make sure I wasn’t a threat.  It blinked at me, then turned its giant eyeball body toward the flowers.  It darted over and impaled itself on a rose.” 
 
    Selene screeched at it.  “Get off that.  These are my roses!” 
 
    The eyeball flapped off, leaving a barren stem behind, the stolen rose trapped in its vitreous humor where it would doubtless be broken down and absorbed for food. 
 
    “That’s a wanger-naught,” Selene said.  “They’re supposed to feed on the leftover meals of the other monsters—not my roses.” 
 
    Lilja frowned, speaking crossly, “Bad eyeball!”  
 
    I didn’t blame the wanger-naughts.  If I had to choose between eating roses or roadkill, I’d go with the roses, too.  “Why do you call them that?” 
 
    Selene looked at me.  “Wanger-naughts?  It makes sense, doesn’t it?  They don’t have wangs.” 
 
    “They don’t have a lot of things,” I pointed out.  “You could have called them knee-naughts.  Or ass-naughts.” 
 
    Lilja giggled at the last one.  “Papa said a bad word.” 
 
    “Ladies don’t use bad words,” Selene said.  “That’s why I said wang instead of, uh, something else.” 
 
    A look of fake contrition fell over Lilja’s face.  “Yes, Mama.” 
 
    Selene finished her row and came around to join me on the flagstone walkway.  She set the can down and removed bright yellow plastic gloves.  “So, what have you been up to?” 
 
    “My inner dragon wanted me to force-fuck a college girl, but manfully, I resisted.” 
 
    Golden eyes in the back shadows of mind flared with golden outrage.  You narced on me! 
 
    I certainly did. 
 
    “I’ll speak to him later,” Selene said.  “You clean up your language in front of our precious daughter.  I won’t be able to marry her off later if you’ve ruined her with your bad habits and potty mouth.” 
 
    “Anyway, I said, “I found the pirate station and picked up some interesting news.”  I went ahead to fill her in on the station at the college and the plan to lure me to a place where I could be trapped in a hell-dimension they didn’t think I could escape. 
 
    By the time I finished, Lilja was there, putting her watering can down.  A mask of stormy fury clouding her usual adoring expression.  “They want to hurt you, Daddy?” 
 
    “What they want and what will happen are two different things, Lilja.  Don’t worry about me.  I can take care of myself.” 
 
    “I’ll help you poke their eyes out.”  Lilja patted something long and hard in her apron pocket.  “I’ve got my scooper.” 
 
    Selene glowered at me.  “What the hell have you been teaching this child?” 
 
    “Why is everything always my fault?” I asked. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    “Receiving violent hatred 
 
    has always been high praise.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    The Palace called, forwarding a request from the Imperial department of Corrections.  They needed to see me.  Urgently.  Curious, I grabbed some shadow and popped down to the planet below.  Myrrh and a band of her people met me at the palace.   
 
    “My lord,” she said, “remain in human form.  I will carry you.” 
 
    “You think I can’t keep up?” I asked. 
 
    “It is more about providing you with the honor you are due.  When you are honored, our own prestige is lifted.  You’d be doing us a favor to let us serve you; body and soul.” 
 
    “What if you drop me?” I asked. 
 
    Her voice jumped dramatically.  “I would never!”  
 
    I could tell she was going to be stubborn about this.  “Fine.  We’ll do it your way.” 
 
    They turned dragon and I climbed up on Myrrh, into a saddle she provided. 
 
    She must have thought about this for a while. 
 
    The flight took up past a lot of damaged buildings and streets choked with rubble.  Work crews were still out, fixing things, clearing roads. Recovering from the Flawless task wasn’t going to come quickly. 
 
    We descended inside high walls in front of the prison.  I climbed down.  Myrrh and her people changed into human form.  What happened to the saddle was a mystery. 
 
    The prison guards met us, offering superficial bows, clearly not too impressed with me. 
 
    Odd.  I smell fear on them.  
 
    After a fast tour of the administrative offices, I was met by the warden.  He had the deep red hair of the Red Dragon Clan.  His bow was professional, respectful.  “I’m glad you could come.” 
 
    “You said this problem was something I needed to see personally.  Why?” 
 
    “It’s well known what was done to your daughter.  And that you are a shadow-mage.” 
 
    “And?” I asked. 
 
    “Come and see.”  He walked hurriedly.  I followed with my people right behind.”  We passed several areas littered with bodies.  They all seemed to be missing their eyeballs. 
 
    This smells like a set-up by the Silver Dragon Clan.  I have the feeling all this is going to be publicly blamed on me. 
 
    We were stopped at a security door. “Out here, we’ll be in the middle of a crime scene.  It hasn’t been fully processed yet by the crime lab so I’d appreciate you leaving your people here.  Less contamination,” the warden said. 
 
    “Sure.”  There was no reason not to agree; how were they going to arrest a shadow-god if it came to that? 
 
    I entered the minimum-security prison’s exercise court. Myrrh and her people stayed behind.  She didn’t look happy about it.  I noticed all the prison guards came along to protect the warden.  They formed an unnecessary protective ring around us both.  
 
    The smell of their fear grew sharper, more acidic. 
 
    Maybe they were hoping for my protection more than anything else.  Maybe they weren’t sure the killer was gone and didn’t want to look too hard either.  It certainly was a grisly scene: prisoners sprawled in death, bloody, slashed, wearing hideous purple jumpsuits.  A few severed arms and legs here and there added an artful touch.   
 
    The dead were in human form since the prison’s magical wards prevented prisoners from changing into dragon form to escape.  The guards were keyed into the spell so it didn’t affect them.  I thought I might be able to defy the wards as a shadow god but I had no reason to do so. 
 
    “They’re all dead?” I asked.  “Those in their cells, too?” 
 
    “Yes.  Even a few guards that tried to stop…this...were killed.” 
 
    “The cameras caught the culprit, right.”  I’d noticed they had CCTV here.   
 
    “Not exactly,” the Warden said.  “A zone of darkness followed the killer around.  That’s why we called you in.  Someone with shadow magic did this—wards could not suppress the killer.”  More than a few sidelong glances were thrown my way.  “We need to know if this was sanctioned and how hard you want it investigated.” 
 
    I turned to scan the guards surrounding me.  They dropped their gazes so they didn’t meet mine.   
 
    “You guys think I did this?” I asked. 
 
    Most of the guards put up defensive hands, shaking their heads no with a lot of energy, not wanting to offend their emperor. 
 
    The Warden said, “They were mostly Silver Dragon Clansmen confined here for embezzlement of Imperial funds and other nonviolent crimes.” 
 
    “Nonviolent?”  I glowered at the Warden.  “In what hell-dimension is taking someone’s money not an act of extreme violence?” 
 
    I stalked off to a body and used one foot to roll it face-up.  There were defensive wounds on the corpse’s palms and forearms as if he’d tried to ward off the killer.  The slashes went quite deep.   
 
    Sword maybe. 
 
    The corpse had the silver hair of his clan.  I didn’t know about the eyes since they were gone.  Gouged out.  I sniffed the air for a smoky hint of energy plasma.  Silver dragons had destroyed Lilja’s eyes.  The same technique might have been used here.   
 
    They could have a black dragon providing cover, using one of the silver prisoners to take out all the others under cloak of darkness. 
 
     Working against that theory was the fact that there was no trace of smoke or of heavy-ion build-up in the air.   
 
    It could be a single attacker from the Black Clan, someone with a different way of taking eyeballs souvenirs.   
 
    I had a mental vision of Lilja, smiling, holding an ice cream scooper.  I shook my head, dislodging the image. 
 
    No.  That’s hardly likely. 
 
    I moved on to the next corpse and found identical results.  I wondered why a killer would take eyes.  Some fanatic might be thinking they were avenging Lilja—doing me a favor.  Or it might be as simple as an act to deny the ghosts the ability to see and haunt their killer.  It could even be an act of vindictiveness; denying the silver dragons any light in whatever afterworld took them in.  Several of these answers or all of them could be right. 
 
    “I really do need to watch more re-runs of Criminal Minds.  That really was a fun, light-hearted show.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” the warden said. 
 
    “Just talking to myself.”  I turned to face him and the guards.  “This place housed how many white-collar criminals?” 
 
    “Three-hundred and twenty-nine,” the Warden said. 
 
    “So, all of you are currently drawing a salary for doing nothing.  Go home.  I’ll bring in Military Intelligence to handle the investigation.” 
 
    The guards didn’t wait around for the Warden’s confirmation; their God-emperor had spoken.  They hurried off.  I had no doubt that they’d hit a few bars on the way home and that the story would spread. 
 
    I walked back to the door and invited Myrrh and her people to have a closer look.  They poked around with an air of grim satisfaction.  The dead were members of a clan that the Black Dragon Clan had periodically battled since the dawn of time.  And the current dead were in a glorified country club, instead of being properly punished for their crimes.   
 
    “Whoever did this,” Myrrh looked pointed at me, “is owed a debt of gratitude by society.  If only I could buy them a drink.” 
 
    I sighed.  “Likely, everyone will decide I’m guilty and only going through the motions by investigating, but I really want to meet the guy that did this—and shake his hand.” 
 
    Myrrh looked around at her clansmen.  “Oh, we know it couldn’t possibly have been you.  We were with you at the time.” 
 
    “Playing poker all night on the Red Moon?” I suggested. 
 
    They all nodded their heads briskly. 
 
    Myrrh said, “Yes, of course.  You are undeniably innocent.” 
 
    I laughed.  “Well, I wouldn’t go that far.  Let’s settle for not guilty of this particular event.”  Just because I didn’t kill these people didn’t mean I might not need a fake alibi.  Good thing I had one. 
 
    “Myrrh, what time is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Nearly the noon hour, my lord.” 
 
    “Is there a sports bar near here?  There’s something coming on TV soon I want to see.” 
 
    One of my guards spoke up, “The Rusty Dragon Pub isn’t far.” 
 
    Myrrh nodded.  “I know it.  We can get you there in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Let’s do it.  I need a couple of whiskeys anyway.” 
 
    Myrrh changed into her dragon form, with a western saddle added by magic.   
 
    I mounted her, but not in the best way.   
 
    She rose with a furious beating of wings and we cleared the prison walls.  The rest of my guards fell into formation on both sides.  We traveled only a half-dozen blocks and descended to a building that was still standing though a few of the windows were cracked.   
 
    There was a short flag pole hanging over the entrance.  It jutted from the side of the building and was capped by a brass ball.  A small wooden dragon coiled around the pole.  The dragon had once been painted red.  The sun had bleached away enough paint to make the former red look rust-brown now. 
 
    Ah, I get it: The ‘Rusty’ Dragon Pub. 
 
    I climbed out of the saddle and dropped to the street.  My entourage changed back into human form, already dressed with all the accessories they wanted.  Somehow, that part of my magic had never developed.  My change was usually slower, ripping up my clothes.  And when I went back to human, I usually arrived naked.  A real inconvenience.  Probably the real reason Myrrh wanted to carry me; it made less work for her. 
 
    She got the door, holding it open for me.  I went inside. 
 
    Business was light.  The bartender looked up, happy to see a crowd.  The guy who’d suggested this place went o the bar and ordered a couple of pitchers.  We sat at the bar near a TV hung up high on the wall.  The sound was low but with dragon super-hearing, it was fine.  Bowls of something resembling fried locusts were put out for the customers.  I’d have preferred pretzels or pig-skins. 
 
    “What are you waiting on?” Myrrh asked.  She slid a basket of locusts to me.   
 
    I passed it on.  “The Silver Clan has a pirate TV station that operates from one of their schools.  They’re going to hi-jack the signal today.  It’s all part of an elaborate trap to lure me to my doom.” 
 
    “What the fuzzy fuck!” she said. 
 
    “I know,” I said.  “But we’re going along with it so I can turn things around on them.  I need a very public act of treason committed by the new leader of the Silver Clan in order to take them out.” 
 
    The bartender arrived with the beer.  He nodded to some of the guys, recognizing them.  His gaze past over me then came back.  A puzzled expression crossed his face like he was trying to place me. 
 
    I looked him in the eyes.  “Yes, I am the Emperor-god of this world, Caine Deathwalker, God of Shadows.  Get over it.” 
 
    He stumbled back, gasping, eyes large as silver dollars.  “The emperor, in my bar!” 
 
    “If you’re going to carry on like that,” I said, “I need more volume on the TV.” 
 
    He slunk off.  I watched him go.  He yelled something into the kitchen.  A moment later, I saw the kitchen staff: a cook in a cook’s hat and a kid wearing a soiled apron.  They rushed back into the kitchen.  I had a suspicion that word was going to be flying fast around the neighborhood and we’d soon have even more business in here. 
 
    There was a man on screen talking about the damage to Silver bay and how long it might be before all the bodies were pulled out of the cliff-side city in the wake of the tsunami. 
 
    Static washed out the speaker.  When the picture returned, it was Trissa, the girl from the pirate TV station.  I knew that from her voice.  In an attempt to disguise her true identity, she wore a party mask of sorts, some kind of thin beaked bird face, white, the back of the mask fringed with inky blue-black feathers. 
 
    The Black Dragon Clansmen with me fell silent, listening long with me.  They were silent except for the soft crunching near the bowls. 
 
    Trissa glared through her mask, straight into the camera.  “Harken unto me, dragon-born and hear the truth they have kept from you!” 
 
    Harken?  Dramatic much? 
 
    “By right of the oldest laws of our kind, any clansman can call for justice with a challenge, claws or sword as long as he puts life and limb on the line.” 
 
    Say that three times fast; I dare you! 
 
    She paused for a deep breath.  “Due to the countless murders carried out against our people, Lord Hax, the ascendant Clan Leader of the Silver Clan, formally challenges Caine Deathwalker, the false hero, to a battle for the throne.  We dare the coward to meet our leader in two days’ time in the Imperial Cemetery, during the Great Eclipse.” 
 
    The screen jerked, the TV hissed with static, then the original program returned.  There was footage of shattered barges at Silver Cove.  Scenes of floating bottles being netted out of the surf.  And images of the cliff city with broken balconies and scavenger birds picking at the dead that had been backwashed into view by retreating waters. 
 
    So that’s why they picked this time to interrupt the broadcast.  Their new leader is too smart for his own good but seriously tricky. 
 
    I felt Myrrh’s touch on my arm.  “Why in two days, during the eclipse?” 
 
    The front door opened and a fresh wash of customers crowded in.  The booths and tables began to rapidly fill. 
 
    I thought about the question I’d been asked.  “If I had to take a wild guess, I’d say that the duel is merely theatre.  Hax doesn’t really plan on fighting me.  He just wants me there at a critical time.” 
 
    I turned to the guard on my other side.  “I need you to get me some city maps that show the Imperial Cemetery and the surrounding area.  Go.” 
 
    He hurried away.   
 
    I turned back to Myrrh.  “There is very old magic, powerful spells, that need complex requirements met before they’ll work.  Some of these are tied to the movement of stars and celestial events.”  I thought of Stonehenge back on Earth, built by the druids who’d been taught by wandering fey.  “My guess is that the Silver Clan has found something they want to do that requires the eclipse.” 
 
    “Seems like a lot of trouble,” Myrrh said, “but they are up against a god.  That means they’re trying to use a god-level spell.” 
 
    “And they have a lot of confidence in it because a time of celestial shadow will actually feed my shadow magic—and they don’t care.   
 
    “The insufferable bastards think they’ll win easily.”  Myrrh grabbed a handful of fried locusts.  “I wonder why.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “I’ve wasted much of my youth 
 
     in bars, or so I’ve been told.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    We moved from the bar to a back room with a massive table and padded benches.  We had privacy for our council of war but were shut in behind walls made of window panes.  This meant everyone and their dog would find a reason to pass by so they could stare in.  I expected paparazzi and party-crashers with autograph books at any moment. 
 
    Rhennal came back with the maps I’d asked for.  I spread them out on the table.  “Anyone got magic markers?” I asked.   
 
    I got blank looks.   
 
    I took out my phone and called Selene.  The magical connection went through.  “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi, babe.  I need you to go to the royal palace and get Briella to check her records on imports to Earth.  She’s been running an underground market on her own.” 
 
    “Oh, good.  I need a few things.” Selene said. 
 
    “Shop later.  Take care of me now.” 
 
    “I love it when you try to be forceful,” she said. 
 
    “Don’t make me spank you,” I warned. 
 
    “Can’t wait.  What else do you need, lover?” 
 
    “See if anyone’s imported UV fluorescing invisible paint and UV lamps.  Get names and addresses.  I need a roll of invisible tape and both purple and blue magic markers.  Got that?” 
 
    “Yes, O beloved lord and master.”   
 
    She managed that without a hint of sarcasm in her voice which didn’t reassure me at all.  “I need this fast, delivered to the Rusty Dragon Pub.” 
 
    Her tone went brisk; as if another personality had taken over.  “I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    “How are the kids?” I asked. 
 
    “Out in the pool.  Colt’s teaching Lilja how to swim and Xan’s making sure he doesn’t drown her.  They won’t notice if I take a break.” 
 
    “Okay, and thanks again.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘again’?  You didn’t thank me at all until now.” 
 
    Instead of explaining, I killed the connection and placed my phone down on a map.  My way of getting the last word was to hide it in silence.  Looking around, I discovered the room was still and silent; everyone had been listening in on my call.  They stared at my phone.   
 
    “I’ve heard of these new phones,” Myrrh said.  “They seem to work very well.”   
 
    Suddenly, everyone was demanding to know where they could get one.   
 
    “Talk to Briella at the palace,” I said.  “Tell her to give you a discount because I said so.  If they’re not yet enchanted to work on this planet, give them to Colt.  He works for pizza.  Just remember that you can’t communicate with someone that hasn’t got a phone.” 
 
    One of the guards clapped me on the back.  “Best God-emperor ever!” 
 
    Myrrh tapped the table.  “What are the maps for?”  
 
    I copied her, tapping a parchment map.  My touch left three dots of shadow behind.  I focused and black lines grew from the dots, connecting them.  I now had a tringle on the map. 
 
    Lifting my eyes, I turned toward Myrrh.  “What do those three locations have in common?” 
 
    She crowded in and pushed me aside for a better look.  “Ah-hah!” 
 
    The rest of the clansmen looked clueless. 
 
    “Those are the three shrines I visited with you where magic was being drained out.” 
 
    “Right,” I said.  “I didn’t mark the location of the ones that were untouched.  What else do you notice?” 
 
    She looked for a long time and finally shook her head.  “I haven’t got a clue.” 
 
    “What’s dead center inside that triangle?” I asked. 
 
    Llandor, Myrrh’s second in command, smacked the map with an open palm.  “That’s the Imperial Cemetery where Hax wants to fight you.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Exactly.” 
 
    Rhennal frowned and scratched his head. “What’s the connection?” 
 
    I sat back on the bench behind me and stretched my feet out, crossing them at the ankle.  “Go get me a bottle of rum or something and I’ll tell you.” 
 
    Rhennal hurried off. 
 
    “I can hear the gears in your head turning,” Myrrh said.  “You've got a brainstorm going on.” 
 
    I lifted my eyebrows at her.  “Really?  Are my eyes glowing?” 
 
    “Actually, yes.”  Myrrh sat beside me, nursing half a glass of beer.  “What’s this tape you say you need?  What kind of magic do these markers do that you want.” 
 
    “You’re going to have to wait and see.  Meanwhile,” I waved at the tabletop, “someone roll those up.  We might need them later.” 
 
    Rhennal returned with a bottle of umber-gold liquor.  It was dusty and had a wax seal; someone’s private stock.   
 
    “Did that come from the bar?” I asked. 
 
    “I met an old codger out there.  He insisted I take this as a gift to you.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow, nailing him with a hard stare.  “You at least made sure he wasn’t a Silver Clansman, right?”    
 
    “Black Dragon Clan,” Rhennal said.  “He seemed all right.” 
 
    I looked at Myrrh.  “Aren’t your standards a little too low?” 
 
    She glowered at Rhennal.  “Did you happen to think to check with one of the amulets I handed out?  You never heard of a fey-style glamour or mind-magic?  You could have seen just what someone wanted you to.”   
 
    I looked at all my guys.  “Most magic concentrates on fooling the eye or mind.  Few mages remember to cloak smells.” 
 
    “So, how does a silver smell different from anybody else,” Rhennal asked. 
 
    I stood and plucked the bottle out of his hands, putting it down by my phone.  “Silvers carry compressed energy plasma in their bodies.  They breathe it as a weapon.  Even their normal breath will have a metallic ozone scent.”  I broke the seal on the bottle and sniffed.  “A lot of spices in here.  It could be covering up the distinctive taste of some poison.”  I lifted the bottle to my lips. 
 
    Myrrh put a hand on my arm, stopping me.  “Then why the hell are you going to drink?” 
 
    I grinned at her.  “Did I ever tell you about the time I was captured, poisoned half to death, and imprisoned in a naga harem?” 
 
    “What the hell is a naga?” Myrrh asked. 
 
    “It’s an Earth word for a race of snake-demons.  They can take full human form, giant snake, or half-and-half.  The snakes thought I was dying their woman wanted me to pleasure them before I expired.” 
 
    “You obviously didn’t die,” Llandor said. 
 
    “It was close,” I said.  “I had more venom in me than a pit of vipers.  My dragon DNA was doing its best to heal me.  What turned the tide was my ability to distill the poison out of my system and inject it back into the lusty ladies as a way to purify myself.” 
 
    Llandor laughed.   “You fucked them into submission.” 
 
    “Yes, indeed.  And ever since that day, I’ve been immune to most toxic substances.”  I shook off Myrrh’s hand and took a swing.  “Bitter, burnt almond taste.  Potassium cyanide I’d say.” 
 
    “Is that a poison?” Rhennal asked. 
 
    “Oh, yes.”  I took another swig.  “Like drinking lye.  But you get a hell of a buzz.” 
 
    They all stared at me like I was crazy. 
 
    I finished the bottle and set it aside.  “I’m going to take a piss.  Myrrh, want to come?” I grinned suggestively. 
 
    She looked at Llandor.  “You and a couple of the boys go with him.  Don’t let him eat the soap.” 
 
    “Why would I eat soap?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged.  “Why would you drink poison?  Because it’s there.  Go on.  I’ll wait here for Selene.  She shouldn’t be much longer.” 
 
    “Fine.”  I rounded the table and went out into the main pace of the pub.  And got mobbed at once, mostly by strange women.  And, demons help me, they did have autograph books. 
 
    “Form a line and hold your books up facing me.”  As they sorted themselves out, the line winding like a snake through the bar, I pulled a ballpoint pen out of shadow and scribbled illegibly, going from page to page, pretending to write whatever they asked for.  I nearly wore out my obviously fake smile.  After a circuit around the room, I was able to break away and go have a piss in peace.   
 
    In front of a urinal, I made a hole in my shadow-pants that allowed my one-eyed majesties poke out.  The urination process was a little dicey because I’m never sure exactly which cock—one or both—is going to drain my kidneys. 
 
    And people think gods don’t have problems. 
 
    I finished up and washed my hands.  About to leave I noticed the boys examining something on the wall.  I joined them.  “What’s up?” 
 
    They parted and I saw a couple of wall dispensers for condoms.  Stickers on the machines said: Tickle her fancy with French ticklers.  There were reservoir-tips as well.  Another machine had vibrating cock-rings and pink, puffy pillow-sleeves.  These last were labeled as “Travel Pussy”.  The machines had been converted to accept Dragon World coins. 
 
    Llandor shook his head sadly.  “What is this world coming to?” 
 
    “What’s a penis-ring?” another of the guys asked. 
 
    “Jewelry for your cock,” I said.   
 
    I drifted out the door, waded through more of my fans, and returned to the backroom, the guys in tow.  Several of them had small cardboard boxes, having been overcome with curiosity. 
 
    I thought of Briella and her import operation.  She’s not missing a beat or a bet.  I definitely need to invest in her operation. 
 
    Inside, I saw Selene at the table, having taken my place on the bench.  He leaned forward.  Someone had unrolled the map I’d marked and she was studying it with incandescent red eyes.  The tape and markers were on the table by my phone, waiting for me.  As I came around the table to her, she looked up.   
 
    Her high-voltage smile dazzled.  “I see you’ve solved the mystery of the shrines.” 
 
    “I’ve got a working theory anyway.  Want to come with me and check it out?” I asked. 
 
    “Love to,” she said. 
 
    “We’ll all come,” Myrrh said. 
 
    “No need,” I said.  “I’m just checking out the three shrines and then I’ll be heading back to the Red Moon for a while.” 
 
    Selene caught Myrrh’s gaze.  “If I can’t protect my own husband, your help won’t make any difference.” 
 
    “Stay and finish your drinks,” I told everyone.  “I’ll let you know the next time I’ll be on-planet.” 
 
    Rhennal nodded absently, having removed the penis-ring from its box.  Looking it over, he accidentally turned on its vibrator function.  He jolted in surprise and dropped the ring on the table where it danced a little in place. 
 
    Selene looked at me, handing over a list of names from Briella.  The list wasn’t long.  Only one person had asked for UV active paint that was otherwise invisible.  I read the name out loud: “Dean Corraliss, Silver-Mill College.  He’s the liaison between the students and the higher Silver Clan hierarchy.  This only mentions paint.  Not UV lights.”  An odd nugget of fact floated up from memory.  “Ah, that’s right.  A silver dragon wouldn’t need an external source of UV light.  It’s a by-product of their solar breath.”  
 
    Selene ignored me, having reached over to examine some of the toys the men had bought in the restroom.  She turned a mild glare on me.  “If you give any of those things to Colt, I will brain you with a wang-naught.” 
 
    “Worry naught,” I said.  “It never crossed my mind.” 
 
    Until you brought it up.  Now, when’s his next birthday? 
 
    I sat beside Selene and pulled my phone over.  “There’s just one little thing I’ve got to do before we can go,” I said.   
 
    They watched me turn my phone over, exposing the LED flashlight built into it.   
 
    “Kids, don’t try this at home,” I muttered.   
 
    I pulled off some Scotch tape and covered the Led.  I took a purple marker and colored the tape above the LED, making a tinted lens.  Another piece of tape went.  This one I colored blue.  I added two more layers of alternating color, careful not to smudge the ink.  With that finished, I opened a mini-portal and dropped the tape and markers into a pocket dimension until needed again. 
 
    “What did you do to your phone?” Myrrh asked. 
 
    Instead of answering, I snared her and Selene in shadow, whisking us away to the first of the three tainted shrines.  The guys would realize too late that I’d stuck them with the bar bill. 
 
    Hey, demon-lord.  Not my fault. 
 
    As darkness fell away.  I saw a great room with the spell circle engraved on the floor.  The keeper of the shrine wasn’t around, not that I needed him, or her.  I held out my phone and turned on the flash feature.  Its tinted light washed across the magic circle that still held much of my power.  Under the added light, invisible paint luminesced as I’d expected.  A silver mage had written addendums to my spell, rewiring parts of it, adding extra functions. 
 
    “Theory confirmed,” I said.  “What do you want to bet the other two shrines have the same changes?” 
 
    “No bet,” Myrrh said.  “I’m not throwing away my money.” 
 
    Selene crouched lower, reading the new glyphs that were glowing in a soft powder blue.  “So, this Hax is going to use your own shadow magic to open the hell-dimension that he wants to trap you in.” 
 
    “Does he really need that much power for a gate that will only be open for seconds?” Myrrh asked. 
 
    “He could probably manage the gate on his own since he’s attuning it to the mystical frequency of the coming eclipse.  I suspect the cemetery has a UV spell circle waiting that—at the right moment—will drain the three shrines and slam me with my own power.  They hope to kill me, or weaken me so that the insane physics of their target hell-dimension can finish me off.” 
 
    Not all hell-dimension could support life.  In fact, some were highly corrosive or destructive in other ways.  You had to be careful where you popped open a new gate; if you wanted to stay in one piece.  Even the dimensions that support life often were home to things that would give Elder Gods a nightmare. 
 
    Myrrh gestured toward the glowing paint.  “So, what are we going to do about all this?” 
 
    I gave her my #63 Yes-I’m-a-clever-bastard smile.  “I’m going to rewrite some of their changes and in a couple of days, I’ll walk straight into their trap.  That will teach them.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    “It takes a nimble thief to  
 
    steal the light of day.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I returned to the Red Moon and locked myself in the library—metaphorically speaking—to research shadow magic.  So much raw power was going to be in the magical ether, shunting to hell and back, that even I needed to be careful.  I sat at a long table in a comfortable chair with stacks of books in front of me.  A couple of grimoires were open to primordial spells, especially those linked to celestial movement. 
 
    I’d been at it for an hour when I heard the slow, torturous creak of the library door being stealthily eased open by someone playing ninja.  The creaking stopped.  I looked over.   
 
    Colt was there; the nine-year-old version.  “Got a minute, Dad?” 
 
    “For you, take five or six.” 
 
    He came in and shut the door behind him, locking it, setting a mystic barrier, sinking a red-copper spell-circle of light into the wood.  It would stop a physical invasion, but not anyone’s arrival by a portal.  Finishing, he walked over to the table and pulled out a chair across from me, sitting down. 
 
    “What can I do for you?” I asked. 
 
    “I never got a rabbit.” 
 
    “You probably never got a lot of things.  What’s your point?” 
 
    “Is Lilja your favorite now?” 
 
    “You mean I’m supposed to have you guys ranked on a point system?  Will that get me better birthday gifts?” 
 
    “I’m serious.” 
 
    “You are my first-born.  I think I began to grow up a little when I first started watching out for you.  One day, you’re going to hate me.  Your older self has already stabbed me in the heart once.  I know I’m going to fail and disappoint you many times in the years to come.  That’s who I am, what I do.”  I pushed the open books away.  “It will be hard for you to believe, but I’ll always be there to help you pick up the broken pieces of your life—after I’ve wrecked it in the first place.  You’re special to me, just like Colin, Julia, and Lilja.” 
 
    I sat there, waiting as he absorbed my words. 
 
    Finally, he sighed.  “So, I can’t trade up for a better family?” 
 
    “Still can’t get along with Lilja?” I asked. 
 
    “I really tried.  I gave it almost a whole hour.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I was looking at her ice cream scooper.  It was icky, all sticky.  I asked her what she’d been doing with it.  She told me to mind my own business.  I told her I was older, which put me in charge when you and mom are gone.” 
 
    “She says time travel doesn’t count and that she is now the oldest, so she’s in charge.” 
 
    “Technically, she might have a point,” I said. 
 
    “Uh-uh!  I’m really your kid.  She’s just a monster you made out of shadows.  Mom says so.” 
 
    “Please tell me you didn’t say that to her—even if it’s kinda true.” 
 
    He looked off to the side, no longer meeting my gaze.   
 
    “You did,” I said. 
 
    “She had it coming.  She ripped the scooper right outta my hand and almost broke my finger.” 
 
    “So, you told her she’s not even a real person, let alone a member of this family.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You take after me, all right.” 
 
    He gazed at me with wary suspicion.  “How so?” 
 
    “Raised by demons,” I said.  “I was raised by the Old Man and you were raised by me.” 
 
    “You mean I can use that excuse, too?” 
 
    “Go for it.” 
 
    He grinned and jumped out of the chair.  “Thanks, Dad.  It’s great to know I can live down to your expectations.” 
 
    “There is a certain freedom that goes with underachievement.  Just don’t let it stop you from liking yourself.” 
 
    “Got it.”   
 
    He ran to the door and pulled his spell off the door so he could leave.  As the glowing pattern left the wood, the door was shoved inward and Lilja appeared.  She ignored Colt and stomped over to me, the shadow force of her stare like a gravitational wave as she neared.  “I want to talk to you.” 
 
    “I charge a nickel an hour,” I said. 
 
    Colt waved and darted out into the hall, probably happy to escape his new sister’s attention. 
 
    “I don’t have a nickel,” Lilja said. 
 
    “You can owe me,” I said.  “You’re good for it.” 
 
    “Was Colt in here lying about me?” 
 
    “I hear you’ve been masticating your food,” I teased. 
 
    “I knew it!” 
 
    “Actually, he says he was mean to you.  I think it really bothered him because he wants to respect himself; always a mistake for a demon lord, of course.  We’re allowed to excessively love ourselves, but respect is out of the question.” 
 
    “He called me a monster.  He says I’m not really a part of this family.” 
 
    “Just like your mom is going to give birth to Colt, I gave birth to you on the astral plane.  You came from me.  You’ve been part of me since I was a baby.  I think that counts as family.” 
 
    Her stormy expression smoothed out.  She visibly relaxed.  I think I’d told her what she wanted to hear.  “So, he’s just being a butt-head.” 
 
    “Let me tell you a secret.”  I wiggled a finger for her to come closer.  I lowered my voice to a whisper.  “Being family means you have to love each other.  It doesn’t mean you have like each other.  If you start being a little easier on him, he’ll be a little nicer to you.  That’s how these things go.” 
 
    “I try, really!  But I see his stupid face and I just want to knock him down and step on his throat.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re my kid, all right.  Look, just do me a favor and resist those impulses.  I’m trying to save the multi-verse and I need everyone behind me—without knives in their hands.” 
 
    “I’ll be nice if butt-head is nice.” 
 
    “You can start by not calling him that.” 
 
    She looked at me slyly from the corners of her shadow-eyes while pretending to look away.  “That’s just how I show my affection.” 
 
    “Then a little less love would probably go a long way.” 
 
     “That’s no fun.”  She frowned and stomped off.   
 
    I got back to my books and filled several pages with magical shorthand.  I had a lot to do before the upcoming duel.   
 
    So, of course, my phone rang.  I picked it up and connected.  “Caine here.” 
 
    “What the hell is your problem?” Kur asked me. 
 
    “Grandfather!  Nice to hear from you.” 
 
    “Why did you kill hundreds of thousands of Silver Clansmen.  And why are you firing them from office?” 
 
    “Oh, you heard about that.” 
 
    “Damnation and snow cones, boy!  You’re throwing away our clan’s strongest alliance.  And I hear you’ve maneuvered the new Silver clan leader into challenging you to a duel.” 
 
    “His idea.  I just went along with it.” 
 
    “Don’t we have enough chaos in society as it is?” 
 
    “You act like I invited the Flawless to this planet.”  There was a long silence over the phone.  “Do you really believe that?”  I felt warm and fuzzy; it was the nicest thing he’d ever said about me. 
 
    “Well, you were raised by demons.” 
 
    “They did a better job than you did or anyone else in the Golden Clan for that matter, so you can go fuck yourself with an auger drill.”  That induced another long silence.  No, he’d actually hung up on me. 
 
    He probably doesn’t know what an auger drill is and needed to go look it up to know how badly he’d been insulted. 
 
    I’d just set my phone down when it chimed again for my attention.  I picked it up and answered.  “Caine Deathwalker, God of Shadows.  Pray to me and I’ll forgive your sins.” 
 
    “It’s Briella.  The watchmen have contacted the palace.  They have a crime scene similar to the one at the prison.  They’re asking if you want to go and look it over?”   
 
    “Where is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Silver-Mill College at the edge of town.” 
 
    “I know where it is,” I said. 
 
    “I bet you do.” 
 
    I ignored the implication that I might have been behind the attack.  A demon lord professing innocence will never be believed.  “Tell them I’m on the way.” I ended the call.  “A God-emperor’s work is never done.” 
 
    I pulled darkness around me and felt the walls of time and space slide away.  There was a moment of weightlessness, then gravity returned.  I absorbed the darkness and found myself on the dorm rooftop beside the pirate TV station.  The first thing I noticed was the dead silver dragon on the corner of the building.  It had been sliced into big chunks like a certain T-rex I knew. 
 
    And the frame job just gets tighter and tighter. 
 
    There was a red dragon watchman there, poking through the remains for clues.  He seemed to be taking pains not to step in the gore and blood and thereby ruin his shoes.  Seeing me, he ambled over and gave me a crisp bow.   
 
    His gravelly voice boomed.  “If you keep this up, someone’s going to impeach you.” 
 
    “Can’t happen.  God-emperor isn’t an elected position.  How many bodies this time?” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes.  “Why don’t you tell me.” 
 
    “How would I know?” 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    “Okay then, tell me something else.  Are they missing their eyeballs?” 
 
    “Good guess.  Happens, they are.  Damnedest thing I’ve ever seen.  There are about forty in the dorm and two in the shed over there.  A couple of my people are inside, looking for evidence.” 
 
    “Did the killer leave the mask?” I asked. 
 
    “What?” the watchman’s face showed total confusion. 
 
    “There should be a male and a female.  The female may or may not be wearing a white bird mask fringed with blue-black feathers.” 
 
    “Ah!”  The watchman nodded.  “I saw the broadcast earlier.  The girl called you a cowardly murderer, didn’t she?” 
 
    “Prudent killer, sometimes mad-dog killer.  Never cowardly.  Not that I’m admitting to anything.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, a lot of these kids weren’t part of your world.  And they had families.  Senseless is what it is.” 
 
    I thought of the Portrait of Prophecy and the burning world it showed.  “Like you’d know.” 
 
    “You know—my lord—I think I see why nobody loves you.” 
 
    I was tired of the thinly-veiled disrespect.   
 
    Using a shadow tatt, I reached into the ether and grabbed a Px4 storm semi-automatic from my armory on Earth.  The comforting weight filled my right hand.  I worked the slide and shot him in both knees.  The sharp crack of the handgun echoed over the campus.  I sent the gun back into shadow, returning it where it came from. 
 
    The watchman fell and hugged his knees, screaming like someone had shot him.   
 
    I walked over to the station’s entrance.  As I got there, the door opened and the two watchmen who’d been inside came running out, only to skid to a stop as they saw me.  “What’s going on?” one of the demanded. 
 
    “Sniper from the clocktower, maybe.  Grab your boss there and get clear of the area while you can.” 
 
    They ran to the man on the ground and dragged him up, supporting his weight.  The wounded man shouted in disbelief.  “He shot me.  The son of a bitch shot me!” 
 
    They dragged him to the roof access and went down, leaving me to my own concerns. 
 
    Funny how a little mindless violence can just perk you right up. 
 
    I went inside the station.  Jingo was dead.  His head was severed.  The bottom edge of his clipboard was wedged into his mouth and made to fit.  Blood and drool covered his chin.  The eyes were empty sockets. 
 
    The eye-bandit strikes again.  Too bad Scooby-doo isn’t here.  He’d crack this case in no time. 
 
    Jingo’s body had received the same treatment as the student outside in dragon form.  I stepped over a severed leg and arm, moving along to Trissa’s desk.  The mask lay on the floor, vacate eyed like its owner and splattered with blood.  In addition, it looked like someone with anger-management issues had beaten her face into raw hamburger with her own microphone.  These two up here showed the kind of attention corpses were given when it’s personal. 
 
    “Better you than me,” I told Trissa. 
 
    I considered taking the mask as a souvenir but Trissa had pissed herself—and the mask.  The scent of urine and emptied bowels made me move on.   
 
    I left the little TV station and went back onto the roof.  Somewhere not far, I heard the wailing of heart-sick parents.  And also, the chanting of student demonstrators.  I had no doubt I was being blamed for this massacre, too. 
 
    Hax is really a ruthless ass-hole to use his own people this way.  Well, we all have our hobbies. 
 
    I walked over to the roof access and went down to the top floor to look around.  For now, the building was evacuated.  I didn’t have to pistol-whip any grieving parents.  I went from body to body.  These showed precise killing wounds, no anger like on the roof.  These down here were merely sources of trophies.  The eyes were gone. 
 
    There are going to be a lot of blind ghosts wandering around now. 
 
    I went down another floor, checking bedrooms and common spaces.  There were no signs of survivors.   I assumed there were some who’d gotten out of the building in time.  I knew better than to show myself and try to question them. 
 
    Pulling darkness around me, I shifted over to my own pocket universe, using it as a waystation back to the Red Moon.  Peeling darkness back from me, I found myself in my den, next to my wet bar.  Ignoring the glasses, I grabbed a couple of bottles and made my way up to the roof of the fortress. 
 
    The iron gargoyles weren’t much good for company but they didn’t talk a man to death.  I sat on the edge of the roof and looked out on a universe of stars.  They stared back like cold, accusing eyes as I drained the first bottle. 
 
    Soon, a swarm of wang-naughts gathered to look me over. 
 
    Fuck you, too.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY 
 
      
 
    “Now I have them right 
 
     where they want me.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    In black shadow-armor, golden wings jutting from my back, I descended slowly toward the cemetery.    I wore a black ballcap as well, a nod toward my adoptive world, Earth.  The cap hid a spy-cam I intended to use to get a self-incriminating confession from Hax.  He’d challenged me to come and settle things.  He thought I could be controlled by public opinion, made to show up on schedule.  Hax counted on my arrogance—not seeing his own. 
 
    Actually, I had no reason to stay away, knowing exactly what they were up to.  Their little trap was going to become my personal weapon. 
 
    Hax waited below, atop the highest crypt.  He claimed he’d meet me, armed only with the truth the world needed to hear—and a sword.  He was here.  I saw no sword.  He looked sixteen or seventeen in human years.  In human form, he stood in white silk robes with his long silver hair braided down his back, a circlet of platinum across his forehead.  His ice-blue eyes matched the stone on his silver ring.   
 
    His cold stare raked the golden dragon monuments surrounding his position. There were mausoleums, tombstones, monolithic pillars, and marble dragons in poses of battle.  Assorted flowering shrubs were planted about.  And there were a few groves of willowy trees being used for cover by his men.  My shadow had told me this. 
 
    Come alone, man to man, my ass! 
 
    I’d come slightly earlier; I wanted some time to talk to Hax.  I hovered over a courtyard beside the crypt he stood on.  I had no doubt that the UV painted spell circle was there, warmed up, ready to do its dirty work. 
 
    “You’re early,” Hax said. 
 
    “You’re lucky I bothered to show up.  After the crimes your clan has committed, and the slander; accusing me of your crimes, I should just have dropped a red-crystal mountain on you and called it good.” 
 
    “You’re afraid the people will think you’re a coward.  That’s why you had to come.” 
 
    I shook my head no.  “The only coward here is you.  You say you want to fight me one-on-one but you’ve got back-up in the trees.  And you’re not here to fight.  You plan on using the eclipse’s power to open a hell-gate to kill me.  You don’t care what might come through to ravage the city.  It hasn’t recovered from the Flawless and you’re bringing down more trouble.” 
 
    “W-what!  Who told you?” 
 
    “That you’re a lying, cheating sack of shit?  It’s obvious from the way you’ve been using your own people, killing them off and taking their eyeballs just so I’d get blamed.  People are supposed to think I’m committing the murders and taking the eyes to get even for what was done to Lilja.” 
 
    “You’re the liar!” 
 
    “Not going to admit it, huh?  Well, I suppose I’ll just float here and wait until you’re ready to attack.  I suppose, once I’m gone, you’ll use the fact that shadow magic opened a hell-gate to something terrible as proof that I brought the Flawless to this world.  You expect everyone to just believe you?” 
 
    He sneered.  “Why wouldn’t they?  You won’t be here to contradict me.” 
 
    “You’re sure your magic can beat the power of a god?” 
 
    He laughed.  “Not my magic lone.  But I’ve tapped into your shrines.  Their power is now mine as well.  The power of a god will be used against a god.” 
 
    I looked up through dark sunglasses.  The eclipse was starting.  Hax realized this as well, gesturing wildly, making arcane passes, muttering an incantation that probably hadn’t been used in thousands of years. 
 
    “I’m giving your clan one last chance,” I said.  “Accept exile and move to a fresh world—and I won’t destroy you all.  That’s as merciful as I can get.” 
 
    “Hah!  I spit on your mercy.  Your time has passed.  Once you’re gone, I will seize power and there will be a bloody purge of all golden dragons on this world.  And then the black dragons will follow.  The rest can exist—so long as they serve their betters well.” 
 
    Bingo!  There’s the treason I need.  And I got it all on my spy-cam. 
 
    More of the sun was in shadow. 
 
    “Should I try to escape now?” I asked. 
 
    A dome of shadow appeared over me.  It was like being inside a tinted glass bell. 
 
    “Too late!” Hax shrieked.  “The barrier is up.  You can’t portal away.  You can’t fly off.  The spell circle has you.  You’re my meat now.  Once the eclipse has covered the sun, the gate will open and everything inside the dome will be delivered to Klynx the Devourer.” 
 
    “What the hell is that?” 
 
    “Our ancient family god,” Hax said.  “He abides in a timeless place where the laws of reality are insane.  He will come here and be given shape by the celestial shadow.  And the awfulness of his truth shall crumble the highest walls of sanity before the end of the eclipse draws him back to his place of sleep.  And then I alone will rule a gibbering, broken world.”  He drooled over the prospect. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said.  “There will be no eldritch abomination or cosmic horror on my watch.  I protected this world from the Flawless and I will protect it from your Kleenex.” 
 
    “Klynx!” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever.”  I’d looked up the time for this eclipse.  Some are longer than others.  The longest one on record was seven minutes.  This was would be much shorter.  In fact, it was time to act.  I had seconds until the hell-gate yawned wide.  Fortunately, I only need one of those seconds. 
 
    I activated a modified version of my You-don’t-see-me spell and slid shadow under the UV paint, keeping it intact but intangible, flinging the spell circle like a coin onto the crypt where Hax stood.  
 
    He stared at the spot he’d last seen me, eyes bugging out of his head.  From his perspective, it would seem like I’d simply vanished.  His concern over me vanished at it registered on him that the dome now rose all around him—and he was trapped.  He screamed; rage mingling with disbelief.   
 
    He shifted into a silver dragon.  His wings beat at the air.  His scream became a savage roar.  His long scaly tail whipped, slicing the shadowed air around him.  Hax belched smoke and a torrent of solar-fire poured out of him.  The yellow-white stream splashed on the inside of the dome containing him.  The solar plasma failed to pierce the barrier.  The dazzling fire drizzled down the side of the dome all around the crypt as the dragon whipped his head, attacking every point in search of a weakness.   
 
    But there was no weakness.  Hax had seen to that himself. 
 
    And there at the upper curve of the dome, as the sun’s whole face was obscured, a black cloud formed like a thunderhead, shot through with pitted graphite tendrils.  The tendrils moved.  They became dense, growing spiked armor plating.  The tentacles had holes from which more and more pulverized carbon billowed forth.   
 
    The upper fifth of the dome filled.  Then the upper third.  Pinkish-red eyes danced in the clouds, tumbling around like sleet.  Bilious yellow mucus dripped from the tips of those grasping tentacles. They found Hax, gripping him, silencing his screams and choking off his solar-fire as bones snapped and the dragon crumpled. 
 
    The eclipse should have ended—but it didn’t go away and Klynx remained, ever-growing as the dome around him shattered. 
 
    Oh, fuck!  This is not good. 
 
     Klynx continued to drink shadow and mingle it with his own cloudy bulk.  He rose higher into the sky, rolling out in all directions.  Like shaken dice, the eyes refused to stop and stare at any one thing.  An armored tentacle relaxed and Hax’s fragmented dragon-form fell into the cemetery.  Multiple whumps! Went up.  A mausoleum was caved in.  A dragon statue shattered under the impact.  Klynx expanded, filling the airspace over the Imperial Cemetery.  The monster-god’s edges scuttled out over the surrounding fence.  Soon the tentacles would reach the surrounding city. 
 
    I took out my cell phone and called Selene.  The connection went through.  Her bright, cheerful voice filled my ear.  “Hello, lover.  How’s it going.” 
 
    “Selene, what the fuck are you doing?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You moved the Red Moon in for a double solar eclipse.  Do you want to tell me why?” 
 
    “It’s not every day I get to see a creature from chaos-space.  It’s absolutely lovely.  Do you think you can get me some samples?  Maybe a tentacle or two?” 
 
    “Move the damn moon before the thing eats the city and all the good-will I’ve earned is dissipated,” I demanded. 
 
    “You can’t get me just a little bit of tissue?  Maybe one of those tumbling eyeballs?” 
 
    “What is it with you and eyeballs?” 
 
    “Pretty please?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s dripping puss on the ground.  You can study that.” 
 
    “Puss is icky.  I’m not into puss.” 
 
    “Selene!  Now!” 
 
    “I need a sample.  A creature this irrationally constructed may an application against the Flawless.  We can’t lose this chance.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll try.  But no matter what, I want that moon moving in two minutes—or no more sex, ever!” 
 
    I let go of tangibility, darkening my face, growing like a shadow inside another.  The whole city was in a pall.  First by the eclipse and now the billows of cosmic horror.  And I had to take it on.  I swelled until I could stand at a matching height to the monster-god.  He was quite a bit wider, spilling out into the city.  His tentacles coiled around several buildings.  Two of the structures slanted, abandoned after the Flawless attack.  They exploded and collapsed downward.  The remaining building had people in it.  They evacuated quickly, bailing out into space, dragon-shifting while falling until they could pull themselves up and flap toward safety. 
 
    The yellow mucus bubbled and burned the trees and foliage.  Dribbles of it smoked on the roads and rubble.  The tentacles reached hungrily for more buildings. 
 
    From where my feet touched the ground, black shadow rippled out, covering more and more terrain. Avoiding the monster, my darkness became a black sea stretching out across the city to break against my own shrines.  As many as I could connect to, I did, seizing the power I’d stored there, drawing it to me.  A lot of the energy had been used to defend the world from the jewel-tone winds of the dying Flawless.  I hoped enough power remained for a direct attack on this new threat. 
 
     The major problem I faced was that if I weren’t careful, I’d be hitting it with the very type of magic it fed upon.  That just meant I had to keep control of its expression.  
 
    Its main body tilted toward me.  All those whirling pink-red eyes froze in position, locking onto me. 
 
    Fuckin’ weird.  I didn’t know it could do that. 
 
    Its tentacles whipped toward me. 
 
    I filled my massive shadow hands with the power I’d drawn, hardening it into a sword that reached for miles.  I ducked one tentacle and slashed through another.  Murky blue blood sprayed, giving me hope; if it could bleed, it could die.  It screamed from a ragged crevice in the main thunderhead; a sound like forced laughter feed through a wood-chipper.  It made no sense, but then nothing about the creature was natural, of an ordered universe. 
 
    A trillion needle-thin beams of pink light rained from its many eyes.  Holes were burned through my shadow body.  And somehow, they hurt like a virgin at her first gangbang.  Weirdly, after the drizzle of light broke off, the holes in me didn’t fill in.  I carried them like open wounds as I slashed with my shadow blade at more of the flailing tentacles. 
 
    I dodged direct contact; my shadow-form as quick as my thoughts.  I didn’t know if it could touch my shadow.  I didn’t want to know.  If it could grasp me, I’d wind up eaten or in the same condition as Hax.  A jump, a roll, and a dozen slashes later, I stood in the middle of the ruined capital, waiting for the eclipse to end, watching several more buildings collapsing in clouds of grit.  New fires were raging.  A gas line exploded. 
 
    And the puss-covered tip of a tentacle came stabbing straight at my head.  I’d gotten used to the beast whipping its armored limbs.  The straight-on thrust was new and fast.  But a swordsman’s training isn’t to think through a fight, but to feel the way and respond by conditioned reflex.  My sword got in the way.  Its edged caught the tip and bit in. 
 
    By sheer force of will, I kept the sword hard as prolonged contact with the hell-beast sent shivers through the shadow.  I think the creature was trying to absorb my sword and unmake it.  Its tentacle parted down the middle, the halves shooting past me.  More blue blood and yellow puss splashed about.   As the sliced limb reached its full extension, it stopped.  
 
    I took that moment to reverse my blade and scrape a tentacle’s inside structure as I retreated.  The wounded arm jerked back to the creature’s main mass where fresh clouds and shadow began filling in the wound.  As long as the eclipse lasted, the thing could remake itself after injury. 
 
     Figuring Selene was monitoring the battle and my thoughts, I sent her a stabbing thought: I’ve got your sample for you.  End this! 
 
    I did have her sample.  Internal tissue from the tentacle had clumped along my sword’s edge and fallen to the ground like apple peelings. 
 
    The shadow was thinning already.  Selene had already been moving her moon.  One side of the Red Moon was edged in sun-fire.  The pall on the city would only weaken from here, weakening Klynx the Devourer.  I think it sensed this because those frozen-in-place eyes exploded into motion once more skittering every which way like red-pink cockroaches running from a thrown light switch’s radiance.  The creature scream-laughed its irritation. 
 
      And then it was dwindling, compressing, losing substance as more and more daylight returned.  The tentacles withered, flacking, crumbling.  Black dust swirled into the air. It was like time rewinding; the way the thunderhead of the beast fell back into the cemetery, a complete implosion that spared the city further damage.  
 
    Above the crypt where all this started, a black hole floated in the air.  It was more than black.  It was a hating radiance, the soul of darkness itself giving up on form and substance.  A last few red-pink eyes glowered at me in putrid hate.  And then the hole in reality closed. 
 
    The double eclipse was over. 
 
    Somehow, I hadn’t died. 
 
    But I still had a million holes in my shadow-shape that wouldn’t close.  I had a feeling those holes would still be there if I returned to human form, only they’d be gushing blood.   
 
    In a way, Hax had trapped me after all. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    “A hero is just the last guy  
 
    standing when the dying stops.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I dwindled, falling into the cemetery.  My vast shadow body darkened, growing denser.  The holes compressed but stayed true to scale so I still carried a couple of dozen open wounds.  I reached human proportions but that wasn’t a real answer.  I still didn’t dare transition into human flesh.  This left me as a ghost in hell.  At least that’s what the cemetery looked like now.  The monster’s lethal puss and blood had killed all the vegetation with the help of Hax’s solar-plasma.  A shade, I drifted a bit off the ground, thinking furiously as I passed a chunk of a dead dragon.   
 
    Hax never looked better. Too bad I can’t kill him again. No, that’s wrong; murderous intent won’t help right.  I need to stay calm.  Think rationally.  Work the problem.  Take inventory.  What do I have to work with? 
 
    I had saturated the ground with shadow from my shrines.  All that power hadn’t gone into my sword; some of it remained.  I drew a wave of that darkness to me.  Grabbing pieces of it, I packed my wounds with that darkness.  The new darkness didn’t feel like me.  It didn’t feed sensation into the surrounding tissues of darkness to be carried to my brain.  It was like patches of numbness had become part of me. 
 
    It’s just a patch, not a fix.  What else can I try? 
 
    The first thing that occurred to me was that a change in physics could help.  I pulled a shroud of darkness around me, twisting out of time and space to a pocket universe of my own creation.  In a shell of black, I paused to take stock. 
 
    A weird pressure and an electric tingle built up.  Arcs of pinks lightning pin-pointed the patches.  And then the shadow-filler I’d put in popped out and ricocheted in my pocket universe, bouncing off the walls like superballs. 
 
    Fuuuuuuuck!  The holes are back.  Well, that worked out great.  So, what’s next? 
 
    Golden eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind.  My inner dragon, having roused himself, glared at me.  What fool, stupid thing have you done to us now? 
 
    “Well, if you didn’t spend most of your life sleeping on the couch, and actually helped me once and a while, maybe this wouldn’t have happened.” 
 
    I felt my dragon brushing through my recent memories.  His eyes widened in disgusted surprise.  You fought a chaos-god without me? 
 
    “I think I already made that point.” 
 
    Blaming the victim is just plain wrong. 
 
    “That’s my line.” 
 
    You are an idiot. 
 
    “Let’s stop with the recriminations and just agree it’s all your fault.  We’ve got to find an answer.” 
 
    Too bad one of those death rays didn’t give you a lobotomy and leave me in charge of this body. 
 
    “Like you’d know what to do.” 
 
    I do actually. 
 
    I paused.  “Oh?” 
 
    Child’s play.  The answer is as obvious as the twin cocks between our legs which is all you think with.  As blatant as your failure to look out after me.  As undeniable as the brilliance of my dragon mind.  As— 
 
    “Shut the fuck up and tell me what to do.” 
 
    My inner dragon sighed.  It’s not what to do so much as where to go. 
 
    People had been telling me where to go all my life.  For once, it might be helpful.  Hopefully.  “Where?” 
 
    The astral plains. 
 
    The plains were dimensions of pure thought: the thoughts of a trillion mad gods, the thoughts of dreamers, a place where reality was a point of view, and perspective could change on a whim.  Allegedly, anything was possible across the bands of the astral plains—those compatible with survival.  
 
    “Brilliant idea.” 
 
    My inner dragon puffed up in pride. 
 
    “I’m glad I thought of it.” 
 
    What?!? 
 
    “Did you say something?” 
 
    I’m going back to sleep. 
 
    His eyes closed and I was alone with just my own thoughts again.  “Okay, off to the astral plains.”  I pushed my pocket universe to where I wanted it to be and opened the darkness to a familiar place.  I stood on the dark-green glass that capped an endless black sea.  It was where I’d imprisoned my inner monster before unleashing it and transforming it into Lilja.   
 
    I saw a hate-filled red eye under the glass.  An enormous shadow ghosted up through the glass from the underside sea.  Monster fangs closed as the specter tried to swallow me.  My heart beat a little faster as adrenaline hit my system. 
 
    The creature fell back through the glass and was gone.  And I hadn’t felt a thing. 
 
    That’s not the monster, just a memory of it.  It was trapped here long enough to leave a psychic impression.  Great.  I needed something else to bother me in my dreams. 
 
    I walked toward the one piece of shore available, a peninsula tip over which two-dimensional, gold-glass window panes floated like clouds. Golden plasma shimmered and fell from those clouds, splashing the ground, blasting apart rock formations with booms of thunder.  One such explosion sent a pack of milk-glass spiders stampeding from the shadows.  The tac-tac-tack of their long legs stabbing the ground announced their flight to unknown regions.   
 
    With a thought, I shooed away the storm, not wanting a distraction.  The plains were interactive.  Here, thought became reality.  I just needed to think my way back to being unholy. 
 
    I sat on a boulder and cleared my mind, finally glad of all the hours of practice in learning meditative techniques forced on me by the Old Man.  In a place beyond thought, I envisioned myself as I’d become—glowing pink holes and all.   
 
    More holes than a bordello.  Oops, that’s a thought.  Stop thinking. 
 
    The urgency of my situation made the meditation harder than it should have been—or I was out of practice.  Once more, I cleared my mind, creating an image that needed changing.  Once I had the picture well developed, I imagined those glowing holes sliding down my body, onto the ground and moving away.  I made a movie in my head that I hoped would actually play out with my real body.  I invested a good five minutes or so in this.  And then dared open my eyes.  The ground was spotted with glowing pink holes but I still had the ones in me.  I’d only given birth to more.   
 
    Why? 
 
    The answer hit me like a hammer between the eyes.  Because this part of the plains had become a place consecrated to birth.  It was here I’d given birth to Lilja.  All events on the plains echo forever. 
 
    Fuck me stupid!  I should have thought of that.  Damn it, I need a magic bullet in my head.  Wait—magic. 
 
    There was another place, one of purest magic where my own power was replenished.  Fairy.  Communing with the land might help.  At this point, I’d try anything. 
 
    I pulled primal darkness to me and wrenched myself away to another world.  The dark bud round me flowered open.  Moss-covered standing stones jutted up from the rolling hills.  Frost encrusted the ground and grass.  It felt cold, autumn edging toward winter.  Several groves of leafless white birch formed ranks like armies of starving ghosts.  I stood between two such groves, under an overhang of early morning cloud.  I might anyway.  My breath made mist. 
 
    So, I’m either in the Autumn lands or maybe near a lesser Winter Court.  As good as anyplace.   
 
    A three-dimensional shadow; I knelt on the ground and leaned forward, pressing my palms to the ground.  They ghosted through frosty grass and several inches of soil.  I cleared my thoughts, making a vacuum that the magic of the Land could fill.  This had to work; I was running out of other options.  
 
    Fairy’s not just a place.  She’s alive with magic.  She has a heart and a soul.  That heart had chosen me to be High King over all the lords of this world—whether they liked it or not.  She came to me with a scent like spring and wrapped around my senses, sharpening the edges of the grass that I saw, turning up the volume of the wind and a river beyond the woods that I now heard.  I felt unseen hands caressing me, sliding across my torso, leaving ripples in my shadow substance.  Magic melted the frost and revived the dead grass, bring fresh green color back.  In moments, wildflowers bloomed around my wrists, over the top of my buried hands. 
 
    My fey magic surged, building as the Land shared itself with me in communion.   
 
    Clouds of worry lifted from my mind.  But the damned spots stayed, their pink glow stronger than before which brought my mood crashing down again.   
 
    I sent a thought into the earth: Can’t you heal me? 
 
    An answer came pouring in.  Of what?  The land had answered and apparently, it couldn’t perceive why I had a problem.   
 
    Fucking great!  If I weren’t a shadow, I’d punch a rock.  Hey, wait.  That might be the answer. 
 
    I reformed my shadow body, giving it the shape of my dragon.  Now, instead of hands, I had claws buried in the ground.  Extended on a long neck, my head was higher. My jaw reshaped to accommodate dragon teeth.  I tasted lightning on my tongue.  My tail grew out and wagged in the cold breeze.  Wings of shadow erupted from my back, fanning in a proud display.  And the holes with their pink light were a little larger. 
 
    One more step to go.  I hope this doesn’t kill me. 
 
    I shifted myself back to material form, my shadow dragon became my real dragon.  As he came out, I went inside, becomes his inner human.  I floated in the back shadows of his mind as he snapped awake, roaring in fierce agony, ripping front paws from the ground as he staggered backward.   
 
    Through his eyes, I could see: our holes weren’t glowing anymore; they streamed blood as I’d thought they might. 
 
    And fuck!  It hurts.  My dragon wheezed and coughed blood. 
 
    I felt the pain, too, but I’d had years of accepting such intensity so it didn’t debilitate me.  “Yes, it hurts.  But is your body managing to heal the damage or are you dying?” I asked. 
 
    ????  I’ll check.  The bleeding is slowing.  My body is trying to cope, but it’s hard. 
 
    “If it were easy, anyone could do it.” 
 
    The clouds overhead thickened as my dragon crashed to the ground, shuddering, enduring.  A gentle rain fell on his scales; the tears of Fairy.  I felt her wild magic surging through our dragon body, filling in holed bone and muscle and knitting blood vessels back together.  The hole in one lung closed.  A gap filled in on my right kidney.  Now that Fairy could see a problem—not just the nothingness that had been there before—she could do something. 
 
    “I just hope it’s enough.” 
 
    My dragon caught a familiar scent and turned his head.  Colt was there, his sixteen-year-old version, the one I’d left mourning Vivian’s fake body on the Dragon World.  He walked up to where my head lay on the ground and crouched down for a closer look. 
 
    “Man!” he said.  “That’s a lot of blood.  Must hurt like heck!”  He grinned at the thought. 
 
    My dragon growled at the lack of sympathy. 
 
    “Not my fault.  You did this to yourself,” Colt said.  “You always think you’re so smart.” 
 
    Floating inside my dragon’s mind, the outer world played across a movie screen because I wanted it to.  The image flickered, darkening.  I watched Colt kick my dragon in the snout when it looked like he was going to pass out from the pain. 
 
    “Stick in there, old lizard.  You need to learn to hate my Dad as much as I do.  We should be friends, dragons.  Look how he’s fucked us both over.” 
 
    I could be happy now; my son had turned heartless just like his old man.  He had the icy core now to become a fine demon lord. 
 
    “At least you spared Mom from having to see you this way.  Not that it makes up for anything,” Colt said.  “People like you shouldn’t be allowed to breed.” 
 
    My dragon’s thoughts broke over me: Talk about adding insult to injury.  Now I’m definitely going to live; just so I can beat his ass. 
 
    Colt stood up.  “Well, if you’re not going to die on me, I might as well leave.  Maybe another time…”  He walked off. 
 
    My dragon closed his eyes and slept.  This killed the screen-view I had, leaving me to float in his inner darkness with nothing to do but contemplate my many sins.  They were fun the second time around so at least my time wasn’t wasted.  I don’t know how long it lasted, but eventually, my dragon roused.  His eyes cracked open.   
 
    A crack of light appeared near me.   
 
    His eyes opened wider.   
 
    My line became a full-sized screen, showing Fairy once more.   
 
    The storm had passed with my injuries.  There was residual stiffness in my dragon muscles and aches here and there where the missing bone had been replaced.  The area around my body was high with grass and wildflowers.  Somewhere, songbirds supplied a happy tune.  And a doe with a buck and a baby deer were peering into my face.  My opening eye had startled them.  As my head rose on its long neck, the deer family ran for cover. 
 
    My dragon climbed to his feet and folded his wings, swaying slightly.  His thought hit me.  It should have been your body that happened to. 
 
    “You’re right,” I said.  “But your healing factor is better than mine.  I might not have survived to recover.  Then, you’d have died, too.” 
 
    Hmmm.  You’ve got a point.  Well, at least we can agree that you owe me. 
 
    “Why?  I saved your life along with mine.” 
 
    My dragon snorted.  You got the holes in us in the first place. 
 
    “I wasn’t the one that put them there.  If anyone’s to blame, it’s Selene.  She kept the hell-gate open when it should have closed and made me get her those samples.” 
 
    Hmmm.  Also, true.  
 
    “Look on the bright side,” I told him. 
 
    Oh, this I’ve got to hear. 
 
    “The next time she gets mad and is about to kick your ass, play the guilt card on her.  She owes you!” 
 
    My dragon grinned.  “You’re absolutely right!” 
 
    “Of course,” I said.  “I’m a god.” 
 
    My dragon made a disrespectful sound deep in his throat.  I could have accused him of blasphemy, but what could I do to him that was any worse than what I’d already done?   With divine dignity intact, I just let it go. 
 
     Changing back to human form, I used shadow to form a black suit with a matching shirt, tie, and shoes.  My ballcap was back from the pocket dimension I’d been keeping it in.  Sharply dressed, I whisked myself back to the Dragon World.    
 
    Still, miles to go before I sleep. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    “There are times I simply have 
 
     to stop and admire myself.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Sauntering past fire-blacked monuments, I dodged rancid pools of gunk and passed the bodies of Hax’s followers.  They’d died in the trees they’d been hiding in.  I went outside the front gates and found a pack of Black Clan dragons dropping out of the sky.  They shifted to human-form: Myrrh and a squad of her people.   
 
    She ran up to me.  “Caine, are you all right?” 
 
    “Peachy-keen,” I answered.  “Get the Imperial troops in here.  They need protective gear.  They’ll have to cordon off the area to keep people away until the toxic mess can be cleaned up.  Selene should be flitting about, gathering samples.  Have her help.  We have more fallen building.  We need rescue teams to look for survivors.  Go!” 
 
    She went.   
 
    My tone of voice had left no room for questions or discussion.  I could have swallowed the contaminants with a shadow-pool but really, what would I do with it?  Wait around until my next enemy showed up and douse him with liquid hell? 
 
    I wrapped myself in darkness and whisked myself out of time and space to a pocket universe of shadow.  Reentering reality, I chose new coordinates: the TV station.  The guards stood, seeing darkness peel away to reveal my presence. 
 
    I waved their bows away.  “No time for that.  Don’t bother announcing me.”  I hurried past them to the elevator and took it to the floor where Ms. Greene and her program director were usually found. 
 
    They were in a huddle, talking.  Their words stilled as I arrived.  Ms. Greene was a Green Dragon Clanswoman and had the emerald hair and eyes to prove it.  The program director had the red hair of the Red Dragon Clan.   
 
    He squinted a moment over the top of reading glasses, then recognition struck.  “Lord Caine!” 
 
    I took off my ball cap and pulled out the minicorder taped inside.  I held the machine out to Ms. Greene.  “Here.  The last words of Lord Hax, his confession of treason.  I want this to go on the air at once and get massive coverage over the next few days.” 
 
    “Sure.”  Ms. Greene smiled.  “I’ll see to it.  And thank you for the invitation to the state banquet tonight.” 
 
    “Use the spy-cam,” I said.  “Violence may break out.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” she asked. 
 
    I shrugged.  “It seems to happen everywhere I go.  For some reason.” 
 
    “Look here, I’m the one in charge of programming,” the Programmer said.  “This stuff should go through me.” 
 
    Control freak. 
 
    I gave him a hard stare.  “I’ve got something that can go through you.  It’s called a sword.  Do what I want or die.” 
 
    “We’ll do it,” he said. 
 
    “Wise choice.  That’s ratings gold.  You should really be paying me for the chance to beat out your competition,” I said. 
 
    Ms. Greene looked from the spy-cam to me.  “What condition did you leave Lord Hax in?” 
 
    He’s currently in dragon-form, in several large pieces, at the Imperial Cemetery.  Someone just needs to bury him.  I accepted his challenge.  He cheated and tried to kill me using my own magic and a god of Chaos.  It’s all there, digitally recorded.” 
 
    I pulled darkness over myself and popped over to the Imperial Palace.  Guards were in crisp uniforms, saluting as I went by.  Being palace guards, they weren’t required to grovel on their knees every time they saw me.  I made my way to the throne room.   
 
    The throne had been slid to a back wall.  Banquet tables were spread out, covered with starched, white-linen tablecloths.  There were workers putting out napkin-rolled silverware and wine glasses.  The plates were yet to appear.  Off to the side, a bandstand was being set up for the musicians that would be playing tonight. 
 
    All according to plan. 
 
    Captain Koln intercepted me, coming abreast.  I nodded a greeting and kept going toward the back of the great room.  A door there led me to a hallway which in turn brought me to the kitchen.   
 
    Briella was there with Master Chef Yorrik.  The kitchen was busy with assistant chefs and kitchen aides bustling about on various chores.  The noise level was high.   
 
    “They’re getting ready for the state banquet tonight,” Koln said. 
 
    “I imagine you’re going to have your hands full with security matters,” I said. 
 
    “Well, you did invite the heads of all the clans.  Many of them don’t trust you and are insisting on bringing their own security details.” 
 
    “Just make sure no silver dragons are allowed in,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, Lord Caine.” 
 
    “I’ve got it from here,” I told him.  “You can go take care of your duties.” 
 
    He nodded smartly and walked off. 
 
    I went into the kitchen and pushed through some workers, coming up behind the master chief and my new personal assistant.  “Yorrik, Briella.  How are things coming along?” 
 
    They turned to me.  “Fine, my liege,” the master chef said.  “The kitchen will be ready.” 
 
    “Make sure there’s a children’s table with plenty of pizza and ice cream.  My daughters and sons will be coming with me.  As well as Xan, my little sister.” 
 
    The master chef bowed.  “It will be done.” 
 
    “Also, get me some fresh butcher’s blood.  I’ll have a couple of vampire friends at the party tonight.  In fact, there should be a table for off-world guests.  Some of my were-critter friends are coming and maybe a fey goddess or two.” 
 
    That announcement got Briella to scribble furiously in her spiral-bound notebook. 
 
    I smiled at him.   
 
    “Master chef, did you ever figure out what kind of sauce to serve with the baked dino-nuggets?” I asked. 
 
    His face lit up with pleasure like he was announcing some great personal triumph.  “I’ve decided to go with a ginger-mango sauce and with a cactus-pear barbeque sauce.” 
 
    “Excellent.”  I turned toward Briella.  “Anything I can help you with before the big event?” 
 
    “I’ve got everything under control as well.  If a problem comes up, I’ll call you.” 
 
    “Good.  Get my cousin Kinsey a phone and stay in touch with her.  She’s going to be warming the throne for me over the next few weeks.  I have business on Earth to finish up and a wedding to attend.” 
 
    Mine. 
 
    She gave me a nod, most of her attention on her notes she was making.  “I will try not to disturb you unnecessarily.” 
 
    “Thanks.”  I pulled darkness around myself and jumped through a pocket universe.  When the darkness fell away once more, I was back on the Red Moon.  And still, I couldn’t rest.  The clock was running.  There was so much that needed to be done before the next encounter with the Flawless.   
 
    If I wanted to work this hard, I wouldn’t have trained for so many years to be a criminal. 
 
    I thought of Lilja while traversing various rooms.  I figured it wouldn’t be long before the mansion brought me to her.  Sure enough, I reached the dining room in a place it wasn’t supposed to be.  I stood on the threshold, watching, seeing how things were going.  Lilja was at the long table.  It had a white tablecloth as well and a complete formal place setting just for her.  She wore a pink dress and had her neon-blue sunglasses on.  Nothing special had yet been done to her short white hair. 
 
    Like a waiter, Colt stood at her elbow.  He wore a sour expression.  “Pay attention.  Dad says you’ll need to know this stuff for the party tonight.” 
 
    “I know how to eat food,” she protested.  “And I don’t care which fork is for salads.” 
 
    “It’s more than that,” Colt said.  “He’s going to use you for sympathy and wants to hide the fact you can use shadow magic.” 
 
    Colt looked funny, playing older brother when he was biologically five years younger.  He crossed his arms over his shallow chest.  “Now, let’s try it again.  When the plate is put in front of you, I’ll lean over and tell you what’s there using a clock-face for reference.” 
 
    “I got that part.  Three o’clock, six o’clock, nine o’clock, and twelve.” 
 
    “Right.  So, if I say mashed potatoes at three, what do you do?” Colt asked. 
 
    “I pick up my fork, touch the edge of the plate my thumb, and slide along the edge to that side.  Then I eat, touching the food as necessary to get it to stay on my fork.  Are we done yet?’ 
 
    “After this, you need to practice walking with a white cane,” Colt said. 
 
    I strolled over to the table.  “Hi, kids.” 
 
    “Dad!” Colt’s face broke into a wide smile. 
 
    Lilja pushed her chair back and ran over to hug me.  “Daddy!” 
 
    I ruffled her hair.  “Good guess.” 
 
    Wanting to look cooler, Colt took his time walking over.  “Kill a lot of people, dad?” 
 
    “A lot of something,” I said.  “There’s footage.  Catch the News tonight.” 
 
    Lilja let go of me but didn’t too far away. 
 
    “Where’s Xan and Colin?  I thought they were hanging out here for a while,” I asked. 
 
    “Shopping,” Colt said.  “Xan’s mom insisted that she should go buy something decent for the party tonight.  Colin went along to check out the Mall.” 
 
    “What Mall?” I asked.  “We have shops here on the Dragon World.  Not Malls.” 
 
    “I wanted to go, but butt-head wouldn’t let me,” Lilja said. 
 
    Colt said, “Hey, Dad, I think they went back to Earth.” 
 
    “Well, as long as they get back in time for tonight.  You guys keep working.”  I turned to go. 
 
    Lilja caught me by the arm.  “Daddy, come with me a minute.  I want to show you something.”   
 
    She pulled me toward the dining-room door.  We stepped out and—arrived in a dark corner of the cold, dark basement.  The rest of the mansion stood above us, not counting the sub-basement dungeon where Selene conducted her gene-splicing monster experiments.  This area wasn’t much used which probably explained why Lilja had claimed it or her own. 
 
    She tugged me over to some wall shelves where the dust had been meticulously washed away.  “Bunny’s been guarding my collection,” she said.  Her stuffed rabbit sat splay-legged on a wooden crate.  There was a wall-sconce by the bunny with red crystals providing a bloody light.  That light washed across row after row of mason jars, the kind you use for storing homemade preserves.   
 
    These jars had no preserves.  They were filled with water painted red by the light.  Floating in the water were eyeballs.  A damn lot of them.  These were the missing eyes from the college and the prison, and who knew where else? 
 
    I walked closer and turned to follow the shelves.  One set of shelves led to another, and a third.   
 
    Eyes, eyes everywhere… 
 
    “Lilja, honey?” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy?”  She came up beside me. 
 
    “You did this?” 
 
    “Yes, Daddy.  I did it for you.  Now you don’t have to kill them.  You can spend more time with me.” 
 
    “And they took your eyes, right, so they had it coming.” 
 
    “Is this something you plan to keep doing, honey?” 
 
    “I like helping my Daddy.  Didn’t I do it right?” 
 
    I turned my back on all of those accusing eyes and gave her a big hug.  “You did a great job.  Daddy’s so proud of you.” 
 
    Lilja grinned. 
 
    “Just one thing, honey; don’t ever tell anyone else about this and don’t get caught.” 
 
      
 
    *   *   * 
 
      
 
    The Great Hall in the palace echoed with laughter and music.  Voices murmured.  Chandeliers blazed.  Waiters moved among guests, carrying drinks on trays.  There couples dancing in an open section of the floor, and food being served at the tables.   
 
    This wasn’t really the place for them, but I had a number of wide-screen TVs over in a corner, sound down.  The clan leaders were there, checking out the day’s news.  I’d told them to meet me there so we could take care of a few minor matters and then enjoy our evening.  They’d dressed in the colors of their clan: red, black, green, and blue.  The white Clan of the arctic ignored the rest of the world; they hadn’t sent anyone.   
 
    And no silver dragons would be coming.  The Silver Clan had been officially disbanded.  Those in their upper ranks were under house arrest, held hostage for good behavior of the rest.  The silver dragons in the military were isolated, being kept out of the loop with war games on another continent. 
 
    I didn’t want to waste the resource of so many silver-dragon soldiers.  I also didn’t want them stirring up trouble.  I’d met with a few silver-dragon generals and had convinced them that they’d be serving their clan by supporting a forced exile.  I guaranteed to send them to a world they’d like where they could be in charge instead of the silver aristocracy that had brought their people to ruin.  I’d also agreed to supply them liberally for two years, giving them time to get their feet under them.  The offer had been surprisingly well-received. 
 
    But then everyone likes power. 
 
    All I needed now was for the other clans to work with me.  I didn’t want to have to enforce tyrannical policies of oppression that would keep me overinvested on this planet. 
 
    Cutting across the room, I reached the leaders near the TVs.  A key scene from my spy-cam was being played.  Hax was monologuing: 
 
     “Hah!  I spit on your mercy.  Your time has passed.  Once you’re gone, I will seize power and there will be a bloody purge of all golden dragons on this world.  And then the black dragons will follow.  The rest can exist—so long as they serve their betters well.” 
 
    I cut in between the Black Clan leader and the Red.  I raised my voice to be heard over the returning announcer who was setting up for the next clip I’d told them to show.  “How about that?” I said.  Hax thought silver dragons were the elite and that all of you were meant to be slaves.  And with a chaos-god in his pocket, he almost made it happen.” 
 
    They looked at me and for once, I didn’t sense the usual reserve and hidden contempt of the past.  There were even a few friendly nods.  It hadn’t hurt that Lilja had walked around without her sunglasses or the shadow in her eye-sockets.  She’d let them see exactly what the “mean silvers” had done to her.  There were wives here that loved their kids.  Quite a few broke out in tears.  There were senior diplomats muttering oaths against the Silver Clan while giving Lilja their ice cream.   
 
    The scheming brat was making out like a bandit.  Apparently, I’d put another weapon in her arsenal.   
 
    There were sensitive types that avoided looking too closely at Lilja’s eye sockets.  They turned away from her hastily but they wouldn’t soon forget her.  And they wouldn’t be complaining when the Silver Clan was driven off-world. 
 
    The TV announcer said: “There’s only one reason we survived yet another attack from a hostile universe.”  Another clip played on the big screens.  Hax stood upon the crypt as I defied him. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said.  “There will be no eldritch abomination or cosmic horror on my watch.  I protected this world from the Flawless and I will protect it from your Kleenex.” 
 
    I could quote that line verbatim, having seen it many times already.  I took a drink from the glass I carried and smiled at them.  “Good thing I was there to put him down, huh?” 
 
    The Green Clan leader turned to me.  “All right, Caine.  We get it.  We need you.  We owe you.  And, when the Flawless come back, we’d better have you to deal with them.”   
 
    They were ignoring the TVs now, circling me, staring.  The Blue Clan leader stepped closer, leaning in.  “Tell us what you want from us.” 
 
    I took another sip.  “Happy to.’ 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    “Accepting offerings graciously 
 
    encourages the practice.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    A ghostly pale crescent moon was like a claw caught in the evening sky.  The shadows were thickening in the redwood forest.  Wolves howled in the distance, a pack of natural wolves; if anything in Fairy could be said to be natural and not subtly twisted by magic, made fey.  The wolves shared the forest with him—but not this hunt.  He was on his own in a test of cunning. 
 
    Achill paused on the trail, his clawed paws grasping the needles that had fallen over seasons.  Off to the side, a gap between two of the sylvan giants was filled with ferns and brush.  The reindeer tracks continued on past this spot, but not the scent.  Flidais had magically thrown her hoof-prints ahead while leaving the trail here.  Her fey glamour had forced the earth to hide her true tracks.  The Fenris gave the gap a wolfish grin.   
 
    It’s not that easy to fool a werewolf.   
 
    He left the trail, casting about for her scent.  Once locked on, he continued active pursuit.   
 
    You are not getting away from me, lady. 
 
    It wasn’t her current reindeer form he saw in his thoughts, but the Goddess of the Woods: waves of soft russet hair, crimson lips, fingernails painted sapphire.  Flidais had come to his sea-side retreat on Earth, smelling of forests, wildflowers, pine needles, and sage.  Her sultry voice captured his attention.  She’d wore a tiara of ivy and delicate silver rings in her cute, pointed ears.   
 
    Her sea-foam green eyes had pulled him out of despair over his last mate’s death.  Margret had been fully human, not a moon-called.  And she’d had the gentlest spirit.  He knew she’d not have survived lycanthropy had he attempted to give her his immortality.  She’d never asked, content to age and die beside him as he stayed forever young.  In the lonely months that had followed her death, he hadn’t looked at either lady wolf or human.   
 
    His heart couldn’t bear to love again. 
 
    Or so he’d thought. 
 
    The woods blurred by as he loped at a reduced speed, knowing he was getting close.  He heard a splash of water, breaking into a small lea where a natural spring filled a rock basin.  Reindeer tracks led to the pool but it was a pale-skinned woman dunking her head in the water, throwing her wet hair back from her face.  Her tiara was gone and the earrings.  Along with any trace of clothing.  Her full, ripe breasts were silvered by the hook of the moon.  Her gently curved stomach was soft, sliding into the water.   
 
    His wolf had done his job.  It was time to let the man take over.  Being the Fenris, the top wolf of all the packs in the United States, he possessed an exceptionally high level of pack magic.  Most wolves needed time to change, and it was usually very painful.  Alpha wolves could force it much faster.   
 
    His change was nearly instantaneous, as he bit down on his pain, refusing to give it voice.  Rising to stand on only two feet, naked, body warm and sweaty, the water invited him—as did the woman—she’d prepared this place for him.  The goddess had waited for him.  And having lost the bet, as she’d intended, she had to pay the price. 
 
    He stalked to the edge of the pool and lowered himself in. 
 
    Flidais watched; her sizzling stare dropping from his face to his chiseled abs, descending lower to his rigid manhood.  If its size frightened her, she hid it well.   
 
    “Have you come to devour me?” she asked. 
 
    He dunked completely under then rose.  Water ran down his torso, leaving jewel-like beads behind on his chest.  He advanced on her, wading slowly, finally answering.  “Oh, yes.” 
 
    “And am I going to enjoy it?” 
 
    “You will.”  He wasn’t that out of practice pleasing a woman.  And he’d had hundreds of years to perfect his techniques.  He reached her.  Slow and easy could come later.  Right now, it was all about urgent need. 
 
    Under the water, her hand moved, gripping his length tightly.  “Oh, Mr. Wolf, what a big cock you have!” 
 
    “The better to—” 
 
    Letting go of his cock, she was on him then.  Her sudden, hot kiss stole the rest of his words.  Her tongue entered his mouth.  It was hard to tell exactly who was devouring whom.  His arms pulled her tight against him.  And his prey didn’t struggle at all. 
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    I woke up smelling like charcoal.  My shirt had caught fire, burning off me.  My underlying flesh had taken some damage, getting scorched.  I might even have had a few chunks blown out of me.  Felt like it.  I should have hurt even more.  It was a minor mystery.   
 
    The tingle of magic across my spell tatt was gone.   This let me know my spell had closed down as my lifeforce and magic had concentrated on keeping me alive. 
 
    Damned Old Man, always pounding your points into me on a cellular level.  You can’t just say stuff and leave it to me to remember?  Helluva teaching method.  It’s a wonder I haven’t been killed a dozen times already. 
 
    My legs were cold, telling me parts of my pants had burned away as well.  It pained me just breathing.  Listening, I heard no one.  I had that feeling you get in an empty house when there’s no one moving around, speaking, generating vibrations.  The lights had been left on but I was alone.  Not needing to save face, I continued to lay there, healing.  I might hate my parents who’d dropped me off with Lauphram years ago, but I had one thing to thank them for; good genes.  I could take a lot of damage and heal quickly.   
 
    It’s not the mercy you’d think.  The suffering goes on and on. 
 
    Soon, I felt strong enough to roll on my side and lever up a bit.  A finger-length of purple crystal rolled off my chest, onto the floor.  I glared at it.  An Atlantean healing crystal; magic thousands of years old.  I knew better than to mistake his leaving the crystal on me as an act of mercy.  The Old Man wasn’t going to lose time torturing me because I was on life-support.  That would spoil his fun.  He was such a rank bastard; I was almost forced to admire him. 
 
    Once on hands and knees, it was slightly easier to rock back onto my feet and force myself to rise.  The room swayed.  Then my senses settled.  I drew a few deep, cleansing breaths.   
 
    A slight figure in a dark uniform entered the room.  It was a boy’s school uniform with a little shield on one breast pocket and a loosely knotted tie.  I didn’t know the kid, nor did I recognize the rapier strapped on, but it was a fine-looking sword that I wouldn’t mind stealing.  There was definitely demon blood there; azure skin and short-cropped indigo hair that spiked in all directions, and eyes of metallic gold.   
 
    The kid smiled and waved, coming straight toward me. 
 
    It was almost as if I had a friend.   
 
    “Here you are, Caine.  I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” 
 
    Despite the clothing, this was not a boy.  Her center of gravity was too low.  The flaring hips and high voice let me know I was confronting a girl.   
 
    “I don’t believe we’ve met,” I said. 
 
    “You just don’t remember.”  She stopped to look over my rather damaged condition.  “Have they been picking on you again?” 
 
    “Well, I—” 
 
    She grinned.  “Want me to rip someone’s heart out for you?” 
 
    Hmmm.  Decidedly Sociopathic.  A rather endearing trait actually.  But who is this person? 
 
    “Is there something I can help you with?” I asked. 
 
    “I need you for a mission.  I’m sure we’ll get to kill lots and lots of stuff.” 
 
    “Am I going to get paid for my time?”  It was a firm principle the Old Man had been body-slamming into me.  No free lunch.  Get paid upfront. 
 
    Coyly, she stared through lowered lashed.  Fingers hooked so her hands dangled in front of her lap, she swayed a little; a kid playing at enticement.  “I’ll let you have your way with me.” 
 
    I looked at her very flat-chest.  It was going to be a number of years before that idea might interest me.  I pushed past her, walking toward the door.  “Sorry, I have other plans,” 
 
    A long hot soak in a tub and about twenty hours of sleep. 
 
    “Ummm.  Actually, you don’t,” she said. 
 
    I just kept going. 
 
    She ran after me.  And suddenly, something cold was slammed down on my head.   I collapsed to my knees and felt my forehead.  Some kind of headband smelled of fey silver.  As a bribe, it was a good start. 
 
    She sank to her knees beside me.  “Caine, you remember me now, right?” 
 
    I couldn’t answer.  A storm of images whirled across my mind; images imprinted with strong emotions, a babble of conflicting conversations—lost memories.   
 
    I looked into her golden eyes.  “Xan?” 
 
    A sudden grin slashed across her face.  “Hell, yes, big brother.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Something important was stolen from you in the future.  Selene says we need to get it back or the timeline could be damaged.” 
 
    “Someone stole something from me?  Something valuable?” 
 
    “Very.” 
 
    A bubbling rage rose from my core.  “There’s no way I can let that stand.” 
 
    “Course, not.  You ain’t no punk-assed bitch like Colin.” 
 
    “Where are the others?” I asked her. 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be nice and cozy if it was just you and me?” 
 
    “Xan!  What’s keeping you?”  Julia came in from the hallway.  “If you’ve got him, open a portal and let’s go.” 
 
    “Aw, rats!” Xan muttered.  “It’s Kill Joy.” 
 
    Julia—I now knew—was my adopted daughter from the future, half-dragon and a hell of a shot.  She had long dark hair falling down her back, emerging from a pink cowgirl hat.  She wore khaki shorts, red sneakers, and a black tee-shirt with a triangular prism on it turning a white beam into a rainbow.  There were no printed words.  Hugging her hips was a gun belt with pearl-handled six-shooters.  And there appeared to be a seven-inch, black knife strapped to her upper thigh for backup. 
 
    Colin, Zahra, and Colt entered next; the whole gang.  Colin looked half-fey and smelled of fresh, cold wind.  The pointy tips of his earls weren’t quite hidden by his hair.  His jeans were slashed at the knees and he wore a white tee-shirt.  Seeing him, I suddenly remembered he’d given me that silver fey translation charm I’d been carrying in my pocket.  Mystery solved.  I felt to make sure I still had it.  I did.  Zahra, sported a black top and cargo pants, the colors complimenting her exotic Egyptian beauty.  Colt wore his usual black hooded sweatshirt with the large skull on it.  I didn’t remember seeing that design in the stores. 
 
    It might be something from the future, I decided. 
 
    “This place smells like a typhoon blew through,” Zahra said.  
 
    Colin left footsteps of frost as he approached. 
 
    I stood.  “So, who’s ass are we kicking this time?” 
 
    Xan hopped up off her knees. 
 
    Colt gestured and a red-copper portal opened. 
 
    “Told you,” Xan said.  “This is a recovery mission.”   
 
    Julia pushed me into the portal before I could get any more.  The others followed.  The portal opened and we were in a sun-dappled woodland where the bark of the trees was a sepia color and the falling leaves were bronze, red-gold, and a bruised blue.  The higher branches gave roosting to red-eyed crows with yellow beaks and claws.  They all seemed to be taking a malevolent interest in us. 
 
    As we cleared the portal, it closed.  “Where are we?” I asked. 
 
    “One of the lesser Autumn Courts of Fairy,” Colin said.  “Whatever you do, guys, nobody should mention that this is Caine Deathwalker, the scourge of Fairy.” 
 
    “Then why are you mentioning it?” Xan asked. 
 
    On whirring wings, the crows raucously exploded into flight. 
 
    “They’re going to tell,” Zahra said. 
 
    Julia narrowed her eyes at Colin.  “Thanks a lot.  If this comes back to bite us, I’m going to stab you with my knife.” 
 
    Carefully, Colin took a large step away from her. 
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