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    “Insanity becomes genius 
 
    when you work at it.”  
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Exiting a shadow-portal from Fairy with Queen Ammarellis at my side, I removed my suit’s coat and dropped it into a micro-portal until wanted.  I called to my inner dragon and his magic flowed up my spine.  The back of my shirt ripped apart.  Raw, ribbed wings stabbed upward, rapidly skinning over.  I folded them to my back to require less space.  Looking the part of a demon lord—and action hero—I led my date inside.  
 
    Antoine’s was a French fine-dining restaurant in downtown San Francisco; you needed a reservation or status—and money—to get in.  Now that Earth knew I was a demon lord, my infamy counted toward celebrity status.   
 
    Usually.   
 
    The hostess seated us, having a hard time taking her eyes off my tattered shirt and the shadow runes that migrated magically across my skin like animated, interactive tattoos.   
 
    I like putting on a show. 
 
    After we were seated with menus, the manager came by to get an autograph.  I made sure my writing was nicely illegible except for the capital letters in Caine Deathwalker. 
 
    Across the table, my guest sat with the regally straight spine of someone who lives on display.  This was Ammarellis, Queen of the Thorn Lands in Fairy.  Pain was her nature, her mission; a lover she delighted to share. She was currently in a masochistic phase, trying the fetish on to ease her chronic boredom. To her current sensibilities; abuse is care, insult praise, and courtesy a punishment.  This would be true up until she tired of the game—one day or a century from now.   
 
    To my godly senses, she felt very old, one for whom time crept.  Her outward form was an illusion: the glamour of a ditzy, well-endowed blonde.  She wore voluptuous curves sheathed in a scarlet sequined gown.   
 
    Under the illusion, seen by me alone, she possessed a shockingly starved leanness and the pointy ears of the fey.  In midnight-green hair, she sported a crown of thorns; sort of martyr-chic.  Shadows of ancient pain haunted her eyes.  But then, they always did.   
 
    Hunter-green leathers encased her.  Her wrists bore woven-thorn bracelets that could put out an eye.  The vines around her waist lacked thorns, a belt supporting silver daggers. A vibrant, green-powder blush overshadowed her eyes and streaked the sides of her face.  Mixed into the outlandish pattern, narrow black triangles were stylized thorns, a few of them dripping blood—not real blood, I’d have smelled that—these were cosmetic tattoos.   
 
    She represented her race; tantalizing fruit ripe for the plucking.  In fact, all the mother-pluckers in the restaurant stared, some more openly than others.  She could probably taste their lust along with the wine, she sipped.  She’d barely tasted the sea-food salad the waiter had brought. It might have been the steel forks.  True, she wore protective gloves, but putting the tines in her mouth was playing with literal fire.  She had to deposit the food without touching the fork with her lips or tongue, getting burned.  She only tolerated this situation to make me happy.  And because using a cheap plastic fork was beneath her dignity. 
 
    I lifted a glass of champagne to my lips and drained it quickly, more interested in a fast buzz than the floral notes.  My near-empty plate was in front of me.  The beef stroganoff had been tasty.  My inner dragon was still smacking his lips. 
 
    A passing waiter almost tripped over his own feet, trying not to be obvious about ogling Ammarellis’s gravity-defying tits.  Like the royalty of her race, she possessed the vitality of the magical lands they ruled. 
 
    I smiled.  “The men are suffering.  They want you and can’t have you.”   
 
    She smiled.  “You are all I desire.  You make all of us suffer, which I find rather endearing.” 
 
    I shrugged in fake modesty.  “It’s a gift, really.” 
 
    “So, Caine, why have you brought me to your world?” 
 
    “For lunch, afterward, we’re off to see some dwarves.  And I’ll need your help with a side project.” 
 
    She pursed her lips in thought a moment.  “I’m not sure if I have time.”  She looked at her dark-green painted nails.  “I need to pick out a new shade of green.” 
 
    She’s fishing for an insult. 
 
    “Fine,” I said.  “I can probably get a hedgewitch to do the job.  It’s not like you’re that special.”  I stared up at a fancy crystal chandelier.  “I’m thinking of cheesecake with blackberry compote for dessert.  What about you?” 
 
    “Hedgewitch?” she spat the words.  “Well, if the project sounds interesting—” 
 
    “Oh, forget I mentioned it.  This is a long-term effort that requires dedication.  Not everyone has what it takes to win eternal glory and my praise.” 
 
    She scowled.  “I never said I wouldn’t do it.” 
 
    I sighed.  “Don’t put yourself out.  You’re a fey queen.  You have plenty of things to do back home: people to torture, taxes to collect, goblins to hunt, gowns to try on...  We’ll have cheesecake and then I’ll drop you off back in the Thorn Court.” 
 
    “But I came to Earth for a holiday.” 
 
    I looked at her with no expression: my eyes cold and hard as the blown-out cinder of a star long after the nova has passed.  “If I can’t make use of you, you’re no good to me.” 
 
    “Use me.  Use me!”  She raised her voice.  “Rip off my clothes and take me on the tabletop like a common whore, make me beg for your cum.” 
 
    I shook my head. “The Health Department would frown.  The restaurant might get closed down.  Worse, other customers might expect a turn at you and I don’t share my fuck-toys.” 
 
    “Please, let me help.” Teary-eyed she leaned toward me, enjoying her role the more the other customers stared.   
 
    I rubbed my chin, pretending to think it over.  “I don’t know.  If your heart’s not in it, you might do crappy work.” 
 
    “I never do crappy work!  I take pride in my magic.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll give you chance.  But I still think you’ll fuck it up.” 
 
    She grumbled under her breath, but it was just for show.  The harder-to-get I played, the more she longed to please.  With a masochist, a little disdain goes a long way.   
 
    A sudden look of cunning flashed across her face.  “What do I get for exceeding your expectations then?” 
 
    I pretended to think about it.  “I’ll clamp heavier weights to your nipples, and bath you in my piss as I wash your cum-splattered face.” 
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
    “I could spank your ass cherry-red with a cucumber then use it to loosen your wanton ass for taking both my cocks.  I don’t think we’ve done that yet.  Or I could feed you cucumber slices for breakfast dipped wasabi-laced cum.” 
 
    Outwardly, there was no change, but under her glamour, her eyes rolled in her head.  Her eyelids fluttered.  She shuddered and gasped as several small orgasms ripped through her just from my threats.   
 
    The power of wasabi. 
 
    I turned my voice hard and grim.  “Of course, if you fail me, I will bring you honeyed-flowers and write you sonnets, telling all Fairy how precious and beautiful are the gentle guiltless pleasures of your chaste kisses.” 
 
    Coming back from the edge, she stared at me.  “You couldn’t be that horrible!  I’d be laughed out of my own kingdom.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be my fault, dear cum-bucket.  But even so, I’d still take you in.  There’s always room for another gargoyle on the roof.” 
 
    “You do care!” 
 
    “Of course not, you ignorant cunt.” 
 
    She smiled at the endearment. 
 
      
 
    After lunch, I took her outside and opened a shadow-gate.  We stepped through a round skin of darkness into the lesser gloom of a city-sized cavern a world away.  The ceiling was lost in darkness except for a central hole where green moonlight slanted in.  On our level, the gray buildings were lit with sconces that cupped blue crystals, fanning watery light all along the street.  I willed the portal to close and the shadow collapsed to nothing. 
 
    “Welcome to the dwarven city of Grudimyle,” I said. 
 
    “This place feels a little like Fairy,” she said. 
 
    “It’s an alternate version where dwarves, gnomes, orcs, and gargoyles hang out.  In this reality, the fey went extinct ages ago.”  From several directions, the ringing of hammers on anvils reached us.  “After a good thousand years or so, when dwarves die, they become kobolds; unless the gods of fire-and-forge punish them for shoddy workmanship, bringing them back to life as gremlins.  It’s the divine method for quality control.” 
 
    “Kobolds?” she asked. 
 
    “They’re earth spirits that guard the rare ores and gemstones of Underearth.  You don’t get off Fairy much, do you?” 
 
    “No.  I look to you to guide me, love.” 
 
    “I’ll buy a leash.” 
 
    We strolled along the cobbled street past a building with a green worm painted on a wooden sign: The Glowworm Tavern.  Unfortunately, I had an appointment so I couldn’t stop to sample all thirteen hundred varieties of beer.  Moving on, we passed a park with rocky earth, mushroom benches, and polished stone paths.  On some of the straight sections of the path, bowling pins carved from bone stood in rigid formation. The dwarves took turns with what looked like red croquet balls, rolling them along the paths at the pins.  This being the national sport, the dwarves were pretty good at it. 
 
    “How interesting,” Ammarellis said. 
 
    “We’ve got the same thing on Earth,” I said, “but our balls are bigger.” 
 
    A passing dwarf made a dismissive sound in his throat and muttered.  “It ain’t the size of the balls, but the power put into ‘em.” 
 
    I smiled at Ammarellis.  “I guess I’ve been told.” 
 
    She patted my arm like I was a child being soothed.  “That’s all right.  I like your balls.  I could polish them for you later.”  A wicked smile escaped, breaking her mask of innocence. 
 
    “Careful, I might hold you to that, and I’ve got two sets.”  There were sounds of a crash and the tumbling of pins.  I looked over, smelling gold, and saw one dwarf paying off the other with a yellow coin.  “They have bowling alleys in the pubs, too.  The loser has to pay the bar tab for his party.” 
 
    The wicked smile was still on her face.  “So, do you ever have to pay for it?” 
 
    “Not since I was thirteen.  I’d encountered a Come-Hither spell and had been sorely tempted into taking a zombie hooker; so I paid for it.” 
 
    “Dried-out potpourri is better than the silken petals of a living flower?” Ammarellis asked. 
 
    “Well, zombie strippers just want to kill and dance—not put out—so one needs survival skills to succeed.  And since foreplay is often bloody, there’s lube—of a sort.  Most human customers die in the attempt which is why they must pay upfront.  Those of us with heightened strength and endurance complete the task so we can mark it off our bucket list of things to do before we die.” 
 
    “You had such a list at thirteen?” 
 
    “Everyone I knew kept telling me I’d be dead before I could vote.  I believed them.  I was being raised by demons, remember.” 
 
    I looked ahead and saw a large metal-works.  The sign over the door said: WORZIGG AND SONS.  “This is the place.”  We went in past massive gray stone pillars with yellow crystals glowing in the sconces.   
 
    A hideous, bulb-nosed dwarf with steel wool hair and a creased, flinty face greeted us with a toothy grin and a puce-gray leather apron over her ember-red, homespun dress.  A bright blue stone flashed on her ring-finger, set in a gold band.  “Ah, Lord Caine, you honor us with your visit.  You would like to see my husband?” 
 
    “Yes, Gristmilla, if you’d be so kind.” 
 
    “I’ll see if I can pry him away from the forge.” 
 
    “No need,” a gruff voice rumbled.  “I’m here.  I’ve been expecting you, Lord Caine.”  The dwarf that ambled into view had a beer gut and a red beard with smoky singes in it.  He wore a leather tunic, wide belt, and ankle-high boots.  The belt had loops for various tongs and hammers, with a silver buckle fashioned to resemble a dragon’s head.  The eyes were topaz: a sample of his wares.   
 
    I’d commissioned the buckle for him as a sort of royal badge.  He told all his other customers that he was the official smith of the Dragon World’s god-emperor—me—and that they were lucky to get his work.  It made him particularly hated by the other forges in the neighborhood. 
 
    “This way.”  He gestured toward the back of the shop.  “Your  chariot is ready.” 
 
     “Would your lady like a cold beer while men talk business?” Gristmilla asked. 
 
    “No,” I said.  “She needs to stay with me so dwarves don’t start dying.  She is a warrior queen of the fey and likes to hear pain-driven screams.” 
 
    Gristmilla shrugged.  “We can’t all be dwarves.” 
 
    “I’ll take a beer and cheesy crackers if we have them,” Worzigg said.  “Pounding metal builds a thirst.”  He led us away.  We strolled into the recesses of the shop where the heat climbed to an extreme.  We passed bins of coal, billows and furnaces of all sizes, and assorted anvils.  There was even a power hammer imported from Earth.  In some of the bigger furnaces, great buckets loitered, filled with molten steel waiting for molds to fill. 
 
    Worzigg had twelve sons, most of them were working on assorted tasks.  They watched with side-long glances as we passed, knowing better than to let their dad see them slacking off. 
 
    Ammarellis hung on my arm, her thorn bracelet digging into me, drawing a little blood.  I don’t think she noticed.  Being a real man, I couldn’t complain; she’d think less of me.  I just watched out that it didn’t get too excited and start digging in. 
 
    “Caine?” 
 
    “Yes, dear cunt?” 
 
    “When are you going to share your pounding metal with me?” 
 
    “Soon, but business first.  Pleasuring must wait.” 
 
    “Of course, my love.  Anticipation whets the appetite.  I’m just glad you finally worked down your list to me.” 
 
    I sighed.  “I have two wives, going on three, and though I had to give up my harem, I am still permitted Fucks-of-State as the High King of Fairy and the God-Emperor of the Dragon World.” 
 
    “But otherwise, your wives ration you?” 
 
    “Selene does.  Though she doesn’t mind meaningless one-night stands, affairs are forbidden.  It still leaves my massive cocks with a lot of work to do.” 
 
    Worzigg stopped, turning back to goggle-eye me, his jaw dropping open.  “Goblin-snot!  Cocks?  You are double-blessed?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “A side benefit from becoming Fairy’s God of Shadows.” 
 
    “You lead a wondrous existence, my friend.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t think so if the Flawless were trying to kill you up and down the timeline,” I said. 
 
    “The Flawless?”  He sounded clueless, which he was. 
 
    “Extra-cosmic entities that want to exterminate all life in the multiverse,” I said.  “That’s why I need clever weapons and stout allies.” 
 
    “Aye, we be a stout people, Lord Caine.  None stouter.  Rest assured, if these monsters show up here, we shall help you dispatch them hammer-and-tong.  If the price be right.” 
 
    “I appreciate the sentiment, but if the Flawless show up, they will come from the sky and probably eat your world before you know they’re about.  They’re sneaky that way.” 
 
    “Goblin droppings!  The craven cowards.”  He took a few more steps and gestured to what had once been one of my customized Mustang convertibles, the black one with green flames down the hood and sides.  “The job is finished.  If anything is not to your liking, now is the time to say so.” 
 
    I walked over to the Mustang.  The grill had been replaced with solid armor.  The engine compartment and cab were sealed.  But just to confirm…  “Air-tight?” 
 
    “Water-tight, too, unless you open the door,” Worzigg said. 
 
    “I was thinking about the undercarriage and exhaust pipe.” 
 
    “The exhaust has a magical seal that makes the flow one-directional; a backwash is not possible.  I’ve used zombie-slime resin to reinforce seals elsewhere.  There’s reinforcing armor and I’ve added ramming spikes that pop out of both bumpers.  Your roadkill won’t be crawling off far.” Worzigg sounded proud. 
 
    “So, it’s ready for a test drive?” I asked. 
 
    “I’d stake my firstborn’s life on it.” 
 
    “Hey, Dad, stop saying that!” Gnix, his first-born, glared.  I’d financed his boy in getting an MIT education, knowing it would benefit me in time.  This was the time.  The irony was that Gnix was a real dwarf who’d passed as a dwarf-human without anyone noticing his off-world origin; he’d just had to avoid any displays of super-strength like flipping cars with his bare hands.  The boy had strung the fiberoptics and electronics, installing a dashboard computer display with a selection of digitized shadow spells at my fingertips.   
 
    I’d designed the icons and the spells. 
 
    I lifted the hood and examined the engine and a chill gust blew over me. The engine bay was inscribed with protective runes and the underside of the hood bore a spell circle my ice queen Izumi had drawn to keep things cool.  This was one engine that would never overheat.  The battery was gone, replaced by a dwarven crystal, a pure gold one that my lightning could recharge.  There was a second crystal, a black one packed with shadow magic.  It powered the defensive spells built in to the vehicle. The vehicle’s undercarriage had a spell circle engraved on it, designed to prism-bend gravity as a propulsive force.  Linked to the driver’s controls, other spells could redirect inertial force for offensive maneuvers. 
 
    I grinned.  This is the car James Bond dreams to drive. 
 
    Ammarellis had silently ghosted along on my inspection, letting me savor the joy.  She now raised a pertinent issue.  “If all this is already done, what do you need my help with?” 
 
    “You heard him say the car’s air-tight.  That means the oxygen will get used up inside.  I need a magical plant-based solution to keeping the air fresh.” 
 
    I had visions of driving on lake beds, up the sides of buildings, and in deep space.  Space Ghost had had his phantom cruiser.  I wanted a Mustang of Doom.  Besides, eventually, I wanted a city in orbit that I could arm as a defense for Earth against the Flawless.  I envisioned an elite force of demons—in cars like this—as an ass fine control. 
 
    “So,” Ammarellis said, “you just need a voracious moss-type carpeting that can eat grime and recycle air.  That doesn’t sound like such a big job.  I expected more.” 
 
    “You don’t get it,” I said.  “If this prototype is successful, I’ll need at least a couple of hundred of these.  And the Pentagon will want in on the project, too, I’m sure.  ” 
 
    She looked at me.  “I stand corrected.” 
 
    Worzigg smiled and clapped his small, sinewy hands, taking a mug as the beer arrived.  “Job security!  That’s what I like to hear.” 
 
    “Get in,” I told Ammarellis.  “Time for a road trip.”

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWO 
 
     
 
    “Gravity is a whore; meant 
 
    to be bent and impaled.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Ammarellis peered through the window at the interior of the Mustang, careful not to touch the metal door with bare skin.  She loved pain inflicted by a lover, not randomly from the universe.  Iron inhibits their magic.  Other metals, especially silver, aren’t a problem.  But silver is a soft metal; the fey smiths must beat it into shape while singing spells for strengthening.  On fey swords, what outlanders mistake as spells of power are actually prayers that the blade not break in battle.  
 
    “It’s alright,” I told her.  “The interior metal has been coated with polyurethane.  Just be careful of the door panel’s edge.”   
 
    I created a pool of darkness, a portal reaching back to Earth.  The darkness imploded, closing, and a pair of deer-skin gloves lay in my hand.  I also held a coat to hide my tattered shirt.  There are benefits to being the God of Shadow.   
 
    I held out the gloves.  “Here.  a bit more protection.”  With a thought, I withered the folded wings off my back and slid into the coat.  The dwarves watched with fascination. 
 
    Ammarellis took the gloves.  She wore gloves already,  but these were from me and had silver spikes over the knuckles.  Smiling, she stripped away the old set and put the new ones on.  “These suit me better.  And you got my size right!” 
 
    “Not that I was trying.” 
 
    Gingerly, she opened her door and slid onto the seat.  Tucking her feet, she slammed her door.   
 
    I waved at Worzigg.  “Catch you later.” 
 
    “Fare thee well, Lord Caine, and may much carnage attend thee.”  It was an ancient dwarf blessing for their customers.  The more violent we act, the more wear and tear on our equipment.  That meant repeat business.  Dwarves are nothing if not practical. 
 
    I settled behind the wheel and closed the door on the Mustang.  The interior was hot.  I opened shadow-portal micro-vents to the engine compartment and cold air blew into the cab.  Ammarellis sighed in deep pleasure.  “Ah, wonderful.  I was beginning to wilt.”  She meant it; her thorns were getting droopy.  Under her glamour, her face was damp with sweat. 
 
    I started the vehicle.  It rumbled with bestial power.  On the dash, the shadow box’s black-glass screen displayed rows of gold-etched icons.  Ammarellis pointed.  “What are these?” 
 
    “Digitally encoded spells.  Each Icon is a different defense or attack.” 
 
    “These horseless carriages of war seemed common on Earth.  I saw many of them there.” 
 
    “This car has a better pedigree.  And other Earth cars can’t fly.” 
 
    “This one will?” 
 
    “Hopefully.  That’s what we’re going to find out.” 
 
    “But you’re confident?” 
 
    “Always.  Funny how that often doesn’t help me.” 
 
    One of the icons was a globular representation of Earth.  I pushed it, testing the system.  A disk of shadow appeared in front of the Mustang.  It swept over the vehicle, filling the cab with   darkness that dimmed the lights of the console.  A moment later, the darkness passed.  The rearview mirror showed the disk behind us, dwindling, then popping out of existence.   
 
    We were parked where I’d visualized: Market Street, San Francisco, in the middle of an intersection, facing the A-Twitter Offices.  I touched another icon on the shadow box.  The armored hull of the Mustang became charged with shadow magic.   
 
    Several vehicles hit us and bounced away, heavily damaged.  We weren’t even scratched.  The inertial damping power of the spell didn’t allow the Mustang to even get jarred.  Looking at the other cars, Ammarellis clapped like a happy child at a birthday party.  “Oh, splendid.  Can we do that again?” 
 
    “Even better is coming up.”  I stared through the forward windshield.  “These Biden-loving asshat censor-clowns rape the news to protect him, but they let all kinds of people trash-talk me with impunity.”   
 
    I earned every dime I stole; no huge, traitorous pay-offs from the Ukraine or China like our new, illegitimate president.  
 
    “These scum-bags must suffer for weighing the scales.”  I tried out a sinister laugh.  And added more bass. 
 
    I’ll nail fear deep into their marrow and grind their bones into dust.  Bwhuhahahahahahah! 
 
    I pushed an icon on the shadow box.  The image showed a rectangle with rows of circles inside, twelve in all.  In response, a rectangular shadow appeared on the hood: a multiple rocket launcher made of magically hardened shadow.  The missiles were shadow-made, too, each holding a charge of golden dragon lightning.  I aimed at the corner with the long A-Twitter sign capped with the sparrow of happiness.  He was about to become  a roasted chicken. 
 
    “What is trash talk?” Ammarellis asked. 
 
    “They claim I’m a fake demon lord and that when I appeared on national TV, my dragon wings were glued on.  People defending me—my demon clansman—had their sites shut down.  A-Twitter claims we were spreading misinformation.” 
 
    “Were you.” 
 
    “Of course not, but liars always accuse you of lying.  Funny, how many people there are who don’t believe in demon lords, or that one can have two cocks and get the best women.  A-Twitter wants a pissing contest, so I’m here.  It’s completely not my fault if they die.  Condescending bastards.” 
 
    I jabbed the icon a second time.  Twelve missiles fired, back-washing a golden haze all over the windshield.  The glow splashed off of the glass and roof, doing no damage.   
 
    The shadow rocket launcher on the hood collapsed, unmaking itself to give me a clear view ahead.  I smiled in anticipation.  The rockets I’d fired tore into the A-Twitter Building and exploded with scintillating dazzles of dragon-lightning. Windows exploded.  Chunks of rock wall dropped like hail.  The corner of the building collapsed in on itself.  As for the blue sparrow logo, it vaporized. 
 
    Never to be seen again. 
 
    “That will teach them to edit content, godless bastards.” 
 
    Ammarellis clapped again.  “Is there something I can blow up?” 
 
    “There are too many targets.  Why don’t we drive around?  Maybe we can find some Antifa fascists rioting somewhere.” 
 
    “Why are they rioting?” 
 
    “Without lives, intelligence, or futures, what else are they going to do?” 
 
    “So, we will put them out of their misery?” 
 
    “You could say that.  Besides, I want to test the bumper spikes Worzigg added.” 
 
    I sent the Mustang thundering down the street, slamming cars out of my way as needed.  Clear of the jam, traffic flowed at a good pace.  I stayed under the speed limit, keeping an eye out for trouble.  Finding a protest to bust when wanted was going to be difficult.  It occurred to me that I’d have an easier time creating the protest.   
 
    I pulled in at a Czarbuck’s Coffee House.  “We should find an SJW nerd in here,” I said. 
 
    “What is es-jay-dubbewz?” Ammarellis asked. 
 
    “It stands for Spunk-Jacking Whack-jobs.”  I slid out and rounded the car to open Ammarellis’ door for her.  She exited and I closed the door. 
 
    “Your answer is less than illuminating,” she said. 
 
    “Basically, they’re basement-dwelling trolls, fond of blaming all rich white people for every social wrong.  They believe they’re entitled to a share of everything they haven’t earned, and that communism will finally work if they’re the ones in charge.” 
 
    “Communism?” 
 
    “It’s when power-mongering criminals pretend they only want oppressive power to help everyone. They wind up helping themselves to more than their fair share and frequently murder those that disagree.” 
 
    “Trolls, indeed.” 
 
    We strolled into the coffeehouse and got in line.  I winked to the Thorn Queen and whispered.  “Just play along to whatever I say.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    I raised my voice.  “It’s amazing, but they were,” these figments of my imagination, “all wearing those red MAGA hats.  I never thought I’d see Trump supporters organizing an event in this city.  They must have no fear of Antifa at all.” 
 
    “Oh, dear!”  Ammarellis widened her eyes, pretending to care.  “Do you think there will be violence?” 
 
    “I can’t see how it’s going to be avoided.”  I noticed several college kids drifting over to nonchalantly listen to our conversation.  “The guys handing out those flyers for the City Hall demonstration, didn’t they say they’d be coming here first to fill up on caffeine?” 
 
    “That sounds right,” Ammarellis said. 
 
    “We’d better get our order and go before they get here.  I just know there’s going to be trouble.”  If we’re lucky.  I felt pretty sure a flash mob of villains would be arriving soon now that I’d bloodied the water. 
 
    We got up to the barista.  I ordered, “Give me all your scones and two large hot chocolates  with whip to go.” 
 
      
 
    We sat outside in my Mustang.  I opened a mini shadow-portal and focused my senses on distant places.  It took a bit of effort, but I located a crate in a Chinese warehouse.  It was full of counterfeit MAGA hats.  I stole a dozen of them through the portal and shut it down.  I held one up.  It was purple instead of red.  They all were.  “There’s Chinese quality control for you.” 
 
    Ammarellis blew on her hot chocolate.  It was too hot still to drink.  She looked at the hats.  “What are you going to do with those?” 
 
    “Bait to lure entitled thugs to their doom.” 
 
    A white pickup truck pulled up and parked next to me.  The back was full of undocumented laborers, wearing bandannas, dressed for the autumn cold.   
 
    “Wait here.”  I got out with the purple caps and waited for the driver to come over.  He was old, white, and wore a straw cowboy hat, jeans, wool shirt, and a faded jean jacket.  “You’re Coyote Bob?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s me.”  He looked at a work order.  “You’re Pan D’monium, a TV producer?” 
 
    I grinned.  “At the moment.  There are hidden cameras inside the coffee shop.  We want to prove just how violent and radical conservatives are so we need to stage some fake news.” 
 
    Coyote bob shrugged.  “Long as I get paid.” 
 
    I pulled out a stack of hundreds.  The bills focused Bob’s attention.  “I need your people to wear these ball caps, go inside, and chant the word MAGA while smacking on their tables.  Some college kids might get in their faces.  Your people should feel free to stomp on a few of them and run away laughing.  That’s all I need.” 
 
    “And we get all that money?” 
 
    “Maybe more if I like the shots.” 
 
    Bob grinned.  “Gimme those hats.  We’ll get this party started.  Say what does MAGA stand for again?” 
 
    “Make America Grape Again,” I said. 
 
    It’s a much more restful color. 
 
    “Okay, Mr. D’monium.  You’ve got yourself one surefire “peaceful” disturbance.”  He signaled for the men to climb down and approach.  I wondered how much of the money he’d give them.   
 
    Well, not my problem.  I’m getting my riot.  Funny what you can buy on the Dark Web. 
 
    “Appreciate it.”  I left him to it.  Getting back in the Mustang,  I settled and closed the doors.  By then, Ammarellis was cautiously sipping her hot chocolate.   
 
    “Good isn’t it?” I asked. 
 
    “It is amazing.  Is your business done?” 
 
    “Nearly.” I pointed. “Hand me that bag of scones in the floorboard.”   
 
    The illegals filed into the coffee shop.  I mentally saluted their valor. 
 
    Ammarellis snagged handed the bag to me.  “You’re still hungry?” 
 
    “Not really.  These scones are hard as bricks.  I intend to use them as weapons of medieval confusion.  My own little Game of Scones.” 
 
    “Lord Caine, you are a hard person to understand at times.” 
 
    “It’s part of my obscure nature as God of Shadows.  If you’re impressed, leave an offering in the glove box.” 
 
    “Are you in need of gloves?” 
 
    “Not at all.  I don’t keep gloves in there.” 
 
    “Then why call it a glove box?” 
 
    “Shut up, bitch!” 
 
    She smiled at the complement.  “Yes, Master.” 
 
    I opened the bag and peered in.  The scent of the pumpkin-spice scones filled my head—powdered sugar, pumpkin puree, cinnamon, nutmeg, and ginger dominating—all magnified tremendously by my dragon-born sense of smell.  They were triangular spear points.  Scone was the Scottish word for stone.  Kings of Scotland were crowned at a place holding The Scone of Destiny.  I was planning to do some crowning of my own with these.   
 
    I pulled one out and studied the white, sugar-based frosting on it.  It had piped lines of brown frosting over this.  With a thought, I charged it with shadow-magic and dragon-gold lightning.   
 
    My inner dragon woke up, gold slits in the back shadows of my mind becoming golden moons.  What are you up to now? 
 
    I answered with a thought.  My version of the Holy Hand Grenade. 
 
    What’s a holy hand grenade? 
 
    Ever the questions. Doesn’t anyone watch the classics anymore?  It’s from Monty Python and the Holy Grail, an Earth movie. 
 
    Must ‘a’ slept through that one. 
 
    I sighed, holding the scone.  “Ammarellis, my sweet anemic slut, do me a favor.” 
 
    “Of course, beloved.” 
 
    She likes you talking to her that way? my dragon asked. 
 
    Yeah, almost takes the fun out of it. 
 
    I told her: “Keep an eye on those inside and let me know when the melee erupts.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    I put the scone on my leg for now.  This one would stay with me.  I picked up the bag and willed them to become Holy Hand Grenades, too, pouring my magic into them.   
 
    Next, I double-tapped an icon of the Mustang as seen from the air.  A new window opened, a bigger image of the car, one with a circle around it, subdivided into segments.  There was also a number pad.  I touched the circle segment facing the coffee shop.  A question popped up: Range?  I used the pad to input yards.   
 
    A new question replaced the old one: Initiate mini shadow-portal?  Only one option was given, but I didn’t consider this a defect: I tapped that response on the screen: Hell, yes! 
 
    The surface of the screen became pure darkness.  Out of it, I heard curses and the sounds of fists flying. 
 
    “The melee has begun,” Ammarellis said. 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    In the back of my head, my inner dragon watched as I dumped the bag of scones into the shadow-box.  Ammarellis also stared.  “Is the Mustang eating those?” 
 
    “In a way.  There’s about to be a butt-load of indigestion.  Keep watching the coffee house.” 
 
    She turned away to watch. 
 
    I wadded up the empty sack and chucked it inside the mini shadow-portal, too.  I followed this up by tapping the darkness hiding the screen.  The screen returned.  I tapped it and the other icons came back. 
 
    Ammarellis’ voice filled with excitement: “I see flashes of lightning inside!  There are thunderclaps as well.  Many of the front windows have broken.  Bodies seem to be flying everywhere.” 
 
    “Flying, there’s a good idea,” I said. 
 
    I pulled away from the curb and headed down the street.  I made an illegal turn at the next stoplight and headed back the way I’d come.  Passing the coffee house, I noticed people staggering out, some of them helping others, many of them bleeding, covered in scone dust.  It was going to drive the cops nuts trying to figure out what type of bombs had been used.  
 
    “This is how we Make America Grape Again,” I said.  “Of course, by Grape, I mean grapeshot.” 
 
    “So, you didn’t injure those people just for fun?” 
 
    “What kind of monster do you take me for?  There is a higher good.  This is my way of cajoling society back to being an armed state again.  When the Scavengers are sent in by the Flawless, before the final attack, I want people to have a fighting chance.  Unarmed, they’re sitting ducks.  Thanks to me, they can now see their danger and prepare.” 
 
     “I don’t think those people back there will thank you.” 
 
    “Ingrates.  Still, I can’t let that dissuade me from doing good.”   
 
    We tore through traffic, heading back to the A-Twitter Building.  It came in sight, damaged corner and all.  There were cop cars in front.  Red and blue flashing lights greeted me happily.   
 
    I handed Ammarellis the scone I’d been saving.  “Hey, you useless piss-drunk hag, hang onto that for me.  I’ll be needing it in a little while.” 
 
    “Of course, my love,” 
 
    I tapped the gravity-prism icon on the shadow-box.   The Mustang rose into the air.  With a thought, I blacked us out with my shadow magic.  Turning the wheel hard, we floated over oncoming traffic, reaching the building.  With a thought, I rotated the vehicle so the tires set down on the outer wall.  We sped past the windows, exploding them under us as we passed.  The police on the street could only watch as I cut the wheel and went wild, leaving falling glass shards tumbling behind my meandering course.   
 
    “This is exciting!” Ammarellis said. 
 
    I know. 
 
    “One more lesson to teach.”  I wheeled around and drove down the side of the building.  Breaking redirected the gravity shear forward.  We came off the building, parallel to the ground.  A hard turn had the Mustang thundering down the sidewalk.   
 
    I absorbed my shadow magic so the car became visible again.  This left just the armor for protection.   
 
    At the next street, I cut off a car and made a sharp turn.  I nudged the too-slow cars out of my way.  Many of them crashed entirely due to their drivers having such poor reflexes.   
 
    “The cars with the red-and-blue lights are chasing us,” Ammarellis said. 
 
    “Fans.  My work is so inspiring…!”  I rolled down my side window.  “Hand me that scone.  We wouldn’t want them getting too close.”  It went from her hand to mine, then out the window.  A few seconds later, I pulled the shadow magic from the scone so the lightning core was unrestrained.   
 
    “Thus, a pothole is born,” I said. 
 
    “The flashing car flipped over.  The street is blocked.  We’re going to lose them.”  Ammarellis sounded unhappy. 
 
    I shrugged.  “And I was planning to let them catch me this time.  A shame.” 
 
    “What now?” she asked. 
 
    “Now we find a good hotel with room service.”  I slanted her a sizzling stare and a grin.  “Hey, babe, ever had your tits tortured with ice cubes.” 
 
    Her eyes widened.  “It’s time!” 
 
    “Hell, yes!  The Game of Scones always gets me hard.”
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    “Fair warning: interruptions are 
 
    only tolerated by room service.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    They came knocking at the hotel room door.  I only answered because I thought it was room service with my champagne and cheese whiz.  I had Ammarellis naked in the bedroom, tied to the bed, blindfolded.  A little cliche, I know, but the cheese whiz was going to add a new element—for her anyway.  I wore a white fuzzy robe and matching slippers, hardly a look for a demon lord, but I wasn’t expecting Men-in-Black. 
 
    “Caine Deathwalker?”  Masterson held up an ID for Homeland Security.  The other man didn’t bother.   
 
    “This is not a good time, guys.  I’ve got a pain-slut tied to my bed and ice cubes on the way.” 
 
    “We need to talk to you about a terror-attack that went down a few hours ago.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked.  “California’s an anarchist rogue state.  Surely nobody important complained.” 
 
    “The mayor  of San Francisco did,” Masterson said. 
 
    “Yeah, but she lets Antifa go all fascist all the time: rioting, looting, killing, committing arson.  She can go fuck herself with a garden trowel.  Everyone deserves the equal right to run amok.  I was merely exercising my freedom of speech.” 
 
    “In a so-called flying Mustang?” the Nameless Man asked.  “How’d you pull that off, anyway?” 
 
    I grinned.  “Cool, huh?  I deserve extra points for style.” 
 
    “Three people are dead and dozens are in the hospital,” the Nameless Man said. 
 
    “You only say that because you haven’t yet traced the coffeehouse massacre back to me.  I used exploding scones for that.” 
 
    Masterson and the Nameless Man looked at each other. 
 
    Masterson looked back at me.  “You admit to these crimes?” 
 
    “Public service,” I said.  “Not crimes.  There’s a difference.” 
 
    “You’re going to have to come with us,” Nameless Man said. 
 
    “I’d rather not.  I believe I did tell you I was entertaining.” 
 
    “Not as much as you think you are,” Masterson said. 
 
    “Now, that’s just harsh,” I said.   
 
    Behind them, a waiter showed up with a pushcart.  There was a silver platter there with cheese whiz, crackers, and a bottle of champagne in a bucket of ice.  I gestured.   
 
    “Can you guys stand aside?  My stuff is here,” I said. 
 
    The Nameless Man looked behind him, then back to me.  “You are not taking us seriously.” 
 
    I nodded.  “That’s true.  Only two of you, no body armor, no SWAT team for backup, weapons holstered, and not a lick of magic to either of you.  I’d smell it.  You don’t really believe I’m not human, nor do you understand how quickly I can bring this city down in flaming ruin by summoning a dragon army.  Why would I take you seriously?” 
 
    The Nameless Man pulled out a gun.  “Okay, let’s just shoot him for resisting arrest.” 
 
    The waiter with the cart quietly pushed it down the hall, getting clear of any firefight about to kickoff. 
 
    Masterson sighed.  “Put the gun away, Phil.  This is the friggin’ High King of Fairy, the God-Emperor of the Dragon World, and the Lord of the Red Moon Demon Clan.  He’s the real thing.  I’m not wearing body armor because it wouldn’t make a difference if he wanted me dead.”  The senior agent looked back at me.  “I’ve been asked by my superiors to get your promise not to do this again.  And the Pentagon wants to talk to you about the military application of your…uh…” 
 
    “Magical flying Mustang and shadow-box technology.” 
 
    Masterson nodded.  “Yeah, that.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll chill on the public service since no one appreciates it.  And I was going to offer the technology to the Pentagon anyway.”  I stared back and forth at them.  “Are we done here?” 
 
    “I’ll send the waiter back.”  Masterson walked off.  His partner followed. 
 
    I waited.  The waiter returned in his black bow tie, slacks, vest, and white shirt for counterpoint.  His head was down as he wheeled his cart in.   
 
    The golden eyes in the back shadows of my mind widened:  Watch it! 
 
    I pulled darkness over myself, hardening it like armor. 
 
    The waiter leaped over his cart with inhuman speed and power.  His head snapped up, eyes yellow, glowing with a reflective retina.  He bared fangs, hands morphing into claws.  I had a brief impression of Asian features and the scent of buttered popcorn.   
 
    A shifter.  I retreated watching as two more attackers entered the room.  They were fully shifted: Tiger Pride.  Even faster than the mostly human shifter, the big cats leaped, reaching me first.  I ducked low and buried my fingers into their chests.  They were strong, but I had dragon-born strength and speed.  The lagging human came between his friends, reaching for my throat.   
 
    I slammed him from both sides with the tigers and dropped them on top of him—one big pile.  Under my feet, a spell circle formed, drawn with shadow.  It expanded to enclose my attackers.  They ignited with a fierce heat that took only a moment to reduce them to fire-rimmed ashes flurrying in the air.    
 
    The spell circle shifted its design and a wash of icy cold fanned up to chill the ashes and kill the last of the red.   
 
    I shifted the spell pattern and spell: the ashes clogging the air drained down into the circle, sucked into the shadow pattern itself.  Once the air was clear, I shut down the circle.  Wearing my armor of hardened shadow, I walked to the door, shut and locked it—not that the door would stay up if more shifters were on the way.   
 
    I made a quick call to Angie out in Las Vegas.  She’d been my personal lawyer before I’d become the demon lord of my clan, taking it over from Lauphram.  Then she’d found true love with another shifter and had left L. A. for the desert.  She still handed business for me out there, keeping tabs of my cactus demon pals and the Southwestern Pride of cat-shifters.  It wouldn’t be too late out there despite the time zone differences. 
 
    The connection went through.  “Caine, what’s up?” 
 
    “Usual bedlam.  Are you enjoying life as an honest woman?” I asked. 
 
    “Thoroughly.  Miss me?” There was a low, bestial rumble in her tone.  Her inner wolf was near the surface.   
 
    “Often, but I’m in the middle of something.  Can we reminisce later?” 
 
    “Sure.  What’s up?” 
 
    “I’m in San Francisco.” 
 
    “I knew it!  The A-Twitter Building; that was you right?  Not many people outside the movies can drive a Mustang up the side of a building.” 
 
    “I can neither confirm nor deny the rumor.  Anyway, I just had an attack by three tiger shifters.  Do you know where their power base is?” 
 
    “Not here.  The local were-clans in the Southwest are domestic felines.  Tigers, leopards, jaguars, and lions are mostly foreign.  There are small tiger clans in Oakland and San Francisco, pushed out by Communist China seventy years ago.  If they have a problem with you, they’d have acted years ago; L. A. is not that far away.  There are also clans still in India, and in many Southeast Asia countries.  Some of these might be looking for territory in the U. S.  Did you see any of these shifters in human form?  Were they Asian?” 
 
    “Yes.  That narrows it down.” 
 
    “A little, though it could still be a faction from Vietnam, Laos, Thailand, or the Philippians.” 
 
    “Okay.  Thanks.  Say hi to Detective Winter for me.” 
 
    “He’s in the room.  He heard.” 
 
    Of course, he did.  Werewolves have great hearing, even in human form. 
 
    The connection broke. 
 
    I placed a call to Shreveport.  The connection went through.  A female voice answered: “What do you want, Caine?” 
 
    “Ah, Kat.  Good.  I was hoping you’d still be up.” 
 
    “Zahra said you’d be calling.” 
 
    Kat’s adopted daughter was not only a bobcat shifter, but the Eyes of Bastet, a seer.  She and my son Colt were good friends. 
 
    I took hold of the service cart and wheeled it through the living room.  There was a lingering smell of smoke in the air despite the clean-up spell I used.  I guided the cart into the bedroom while continuing my conversation.   
 
    “I’m having trouble with tiger-shifters that might be muscling in on the local Tiger Clan in San Francisco—” 
 
    “Wait!  That’s where you are?  When I saw the flying Mustang on the news I thought—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I admit it.  That was me.  Listen, back to the tigers; do you have a contact, someone I can talk to?  I mean; I can just retaliate indiscriminately, but it would be better not to crush people that I’ll need against the Flawless.” 
 
    “Josh says he can fly in and handle it for you.” 
 
    “Oh, really?  That would be cool.  Thanks.” 
 
    “He says the quiet has been getting on his nerves.  He can use a little action.” 
 
    “Then I’ll leave it up to you guys.” 
 
    “Caine, Zahra says it’s time to let the past go because it’s about to turn you into roadkill.” 
 
    The past?  How far back in the past are we talking? 
 
    “Let it go?”  As a seer, Zahra was highly reliable.  But I had the feeling I wasn’t going to be happy taking her advice.  I love my grudges.  They keep me warm in the depths of my empty, hallow heart where other people keep kindness and compassion.  “Let what—exactly—go where?” 
 
     “Zahra says to begin with Bella Donna.  You’re going to need her soon.  Let her out of her darkness.” 
 
    “This is a priority?” 
 
    “Zahra says it’s vital to the future.” 
 
    Bella Donna, the purple goddess of Tartarus.  There’s a name to conjure by.  Because one psychotic hooked on me wasn’t enough, I had to get another. At least Selene’s willing to share me.  Otherwise, she and Bella were going to rip apart more than one reality. 
 
    I nodded.  “Okay.  I’ll get on to that.  Soon.” 
 
    There’s no way I can ignore a warning from Zahra.  As part of the Legion of Five, her insight’s proven dependable. 
 
    “Talk to you later, Kat.” 
 
    “Bye.”  The connection broke. 
 
    I put the phone in my robe pocket and wheeled the cart up to the side of the poster bed.  Thorny vines covered the headboard, coils growing around Ammarellis’ wrists, one tendril reaching down to loop the white column of her neck.  She lay naked on the sheets.  Her feet were clasped by vines off of the foot-board posts.  Light from the windows was muted by curtains.  A nightstand lamp cast a golden slick of light over the Queen of Thorns, creating shadows in her dips and valleys.  Half of her tilted face was shadowed.  Her dark, hungry eyes were on me.  She bit her lower lip, drawing blood, tortured by the long wait I’d put her through.   
 
    She didn’t complain, not wanting to provoke more of a delay now that I was back in the room. 
 
    Slowly, feeling the heat of her gaze on my body, I slipped off the white fuzzy robe.  Her gaze slid down my hard abs, to my twin cocks.  Engorged with blood, veiny lengths stiff as iron, purple mushroom heads jeweled with precum; I went toward her, an ice cube in my left hand.   
 
    Grasping the thorns of the headboard, I walked on my knees over the sheets, the masts of my cocks moving steadily toward her yawning mouth.  I stopped with my lower cock barely grazing her lips.  Her tongue slipped out and licked the precum from my piss-hole.  I leaned in and moved one knee.  The head of that cock pushed into her mouth for suckling.   
 
    With the ice cube from the champagne bucket, I caressed the hard nubbin of a nipple.  Her body heat sweated the ice.  I flowed it to her other nipple, numbing both, streaking her pale flesh with cold water. 
 
    Releasing the headboard, I moved sideways, pulling my cock’s head from her lips.   
 
    She gave a muffled sound of protest. 
 
    Lying lower, I slid the ice around the dip of her navel, across the soft swell of her stomach, over her shaved mound, into the sweet valley of her cunt.  With the fingers of one hand, I spread her soft petals.  The ice circled her hood, teasing her.  I bit into one nipple, following this with the apology of a laving tongue.   
 
    She moaned.   
 
    I slid the ice off her clit, and into her vagina where I knew her furnace heat would melt it.  Gripping both of her tits, work each nipple: nipping, licking, sucking with bruising force, I dug my fingers in. 
 
    I paused to ask her a question.  “Have you been a good little slut?” 
 
    “Mmmm, yes, oh yes!” 
 
    “Master.” 
 
    “Yes, Master.” 
 
    “Well, that leaves me with a problem then.  I don’t know if I should fuck your face, your tits, or your slavering pussy.” 
 
    “Fuck them all, Master.  Fuck my ass and my pussy at the same time.  Make it hurt…good and hard!”   
 
    “Oh, you want twice the pain.” I licked from one nipple to the other.  “I can do that.”  I worked down her body, feathering kisses as I went until I reached her sex.  I planted a kiss on her southern lips then sank my tongue into her slit, partially shifting my tongue to get several inches of length from it.  My dragon-tongue stropped her depths, rasping across her clit, descending lower, plunging into her vagina, slithering deep, licking her walls. 
 
    The bed vibrated, shuddering as her thorny tendrils pulsed and thickened with magical growth.  Vines climbed from the headboard, up the wall, dislodging a landscape, riveting itself in place.   
 
    “Oh!” she shrilled.   “I’ve never been tongue-fucked before.” 
 
    Growing a bit more tongue, I reached the spongy cervix, the barrier to her womb.  My stiffened tongue butted that erogenous zone, one usually slammed by a long cock.  I back-rippled my tongue at the same time, rhythmically rubbing in search of her g-spot: the clit has two four-inch roots that can be accessed from just inside the vagina.  I’d always been good at female anatomy—for some reason. 
 
    I pinch one of her nipples while fingering her clit.  She was either going to have massive multiple orgasms or explode into pieces.  I hoped this wasn’t going to kill her.  I’d tried this out on Selene, my precious Goddess of the Red Moon, and she’d almost melted off the bed.  Her heart stopped for two minutes.   
 
    Returning to consciousness, she found one of my cocks going off deep in her ass, the other one shooting ropes of cum down her back.  She came again—and went dragon—forcing me to do the same so I wouldn’t be crushed by her scaly mass.  Her roars of pleasure shook the bedroom, splashing fire everywhere.   
 
    Merely fey, Ammarellis was less sturdy.  I had to be careful and not let her die.  She might not come back. 
 
    I backed off the rough stuff, giving her cervix a slathering lick. 
 
    Her body tightened.  Her channel pulsed, gripping my over-sized tongue, milking it.  My fingers tugged both of her nipples, hard.  The thorns tying her down recoiled and banged around the room. Her convulsing body lifted me into the air.   She screamed, a raw, savage sound, then slumped, quivering as aftershocks followed. 
 
    And I haven’t even gotten to the main event yet. 
 
    I pulled my transformed tongue from her spasming depths and looked at her heaving chest.  Her tits jiggled delightfully.  Her eyelids were slits, showing the whites of her eyes.  Her lashes trembled.  She was going to need time to recover. 
 
    Hearing soft, polite clapping, I looked toward windows which had just been opened.  There was an Asian lady there with yellow tiger eyes, piled black hair, and an orange-red dress that faithfully clung to her lean curves.  Her bare arms were strongly muscled.   
 
    Besides her were two males with machine pistols pointed only at me.  They were discounting the still-quivering, post-orgasmic Thorn Queen as a serious threat for obvious reasons.   
 
    These intruders also smelled of tiger.   
 
    These guys are persistent.   
 
    Like Gene Simmons, posturing from stage during a Kiss concert, my tongue undulated in the air, going every way to Sunday.  I managed to relax my tongue so it dangled like a business tie, lying wet on my thigh.  I was having trouble getting back my human-sized tongue, too distracted maybe.   
 
    The males flinched, staring. One of them extended his weapon, sighting down the barrel.  
 
    Ammarellis roused to the danger.  Her breathless, voice rose, a ragged whisper: “No!  To kill…a tongue like that…is a crime against…fucking nature.”   
 
    “He’s a crime against nature,” a male shifter grumbled.  “I know  wanted a god, Kieu, but can’t we steal on with a bit more dignity?” 
 
    Such jealousy is only to be expected, I suppose.  And I have dignity.  If my tongue were working right I’d tell him that. 
 
    Their leader’s stare dropped to my double cocks.  Her eyes widened even more.  Her breath caught.  Listening with my dragon hearing—now that I wasn’t tongue-deep in pussy with thighs covering my ears—I heard her tiger-heart skip a beat.  “Oh, my!” she said. 
 
    One minion warned, “You cannot want to breed with that thing.  We should kill him while we can.  He’s a dangerous abomination!” 
 
    Ammarellis breath had slowed.  She managed words.  “Dangerously hung.” 
 
    The lady shifter took a step toward the bed, lifting her stare to my face.  “Surrender—lord of fairies and dragons—and I will let the woman go unharmed.” 
 
    It took a little more effort to return my tongue to human size so I could answer but I did manage.  “And me?” 
 
    My usual concern. 
 
    “I need your power and prestige.  And an heir.  Think of it as a political alliance.” 
 
    Not another one! 
 
    I stared back.  “You realize, you’re jumping the line?” 
 
    Her yellow eyes glittered with cold fire.  “Do you think I care?”
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    “Oh, you poor, sad little fools; 
 
     of course, you can trust me!” 
 
      
 
                                         —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Slowly, I stood on the bed, focusing their attention on me.   
 
    At the same time, darkness leeched from my feet to engulf the bed and the floor.  Ammarellis looked like someone floating in black ink.  I willed her to drop into my dark sea.  Urgent currents of shadow caught her and spun her through a pocket dimension, spilling her out on the Red Moon where I hoped Selene would trip over her.  My version of an S. O. S.   
 
    One of the male tiger shifters stared at where Ammarellis had been.  “Where’d she go?”  The words weren’t quite snarled, but his tone wasn’t happy. 
 
    “Why does it matter?” I asked.  “I’m the one you want, right?”  I dropped like an anchor into my darkness and let it instantly thrust me up behind the three.  I grabbed the tiger-lady from behind, grinding my mighty cocks against her ass, filling my hands with her tits.  She jolted with surprise.  In the back shadows of my mind, golden dragon eyes floated.  I used his dragon-born appraisal skill to be helpful: Perfect 36 B. 
 
    I pulled in my shadow, causing the floor and bed to reappear, but not the thorns.  The male shifters took several surprised steps toward the reappearing bed. 
 
    I murmured into her ear, “36 B tits.  Nice and firm.  I could bounce you on my cocks and feed on these all day.”   
 
    The male shifters pivoted to bring their weapons to bear.   
 
    “Isn’t it dangerous to let them wave those things around like that?”  I crowded her ass a little more.  “They could go off.” 
 
    Her hands covered mine as if to rip them away.  I squeezed her tits, rubbing a thumb across one stiff areola.  Her hands tightened over mine.  She held them in place, a replacement for the bra she wasn’t wearing.  I kissed the back of her neck, using my lips to tickle the short hairs there.   
 
    “Do we have to leave by the window?” I asked.  “It lacks dignity.” 
 
    My inner dragon asked: When have you ever cared about that? 
 
    I can raise my standards if I want. 
 
    Knowing the shifters could have heard me from anywhere in the suite, I still whispered, going for an intimate effect with the lady I groped.  “There’s a perfectly good bed here.  Why don’t we get rid of the voyeurs?  I’ve got a couple of loads of fresh cum just waiting for you.”  One hand slid out from under hers and slid past her silk-covered abs to cup her much lower.  “This is what you wanted, right, beautiful?” 
 
    “I-I, ummm.  You know who I am?”   
 
    Not at all.   
 
    “I am a god, you know?” 
 
    With effort, she wrenched away, fighting herself more than me.  She spun to face me, her inner tiger close, keeping her eyes a bright yellow.  She turned her face to one of the males.  Check the suite for the others.  We know they got in; the cart’s here.” 
 
    Her eyes came back to me.  “As lord of fairy…” 
 
    High King actually. 
 
    “You can’t lie any more than a fey can,” she said. 
 
    Who’s been snitching? 
 
    One of the male tigers ran out to check the rest of the suite.  
 
    “Give me your promise of good behavior as my prisoner, and I’ll grant parole with many liberties,” she demanded. 
 
    I could tell she wasn’t used to dealing with fey or demons; her words weren’t enough of a cage.  I could magically leave whenever I wanted, so I wasn’t her prisoner.  Any promise I made wouldn’t be valid until she could make me her prisoner since she’d set that condition.   
 
    Still, I do want to infiltrate her clan and check things out, so… 
 
    “I can work with that,” I said. 
 
    “Make it a formal promise,” she ordered. 
 
    Fine.   
 
    “As High King of Fairy and your prisoner, I offer my pledge of good behavior, renouncing escape until given leave.”  By myself.   
 
    High over the city, mission bells tolled.  I looked up, listening. 
 
    “What’s that,” the remaining tiger-guy asked. 
 
    “The magical seal of my promise as High King,” I said.  “That always happens when I give my formal word.” 
 
    The other male returned, a puzzled look on his face.  “No sign of them.”   
 
    “You should have paid more attention to your nose,” I said.  “There’s still the faint scent of burnt tigers in the air.” 
 
    “Burnt?” he echoed.  He swung his weapon’s muzzle up to point at my face.  “Do you want to explain that?” 
 
    “They were reduced to very fine ashes that were sucked magically out of the air.  Mostly.” 
 
    The other male swung his gun up to point at the side of my head. 
 
    I arched an eyebrow.  “If you didn’t want to know, why ask?” 
 
    “Put the guns down,” the lady said.  “He has formally surrendered to us and given his parole.  Injuring him dishonors me.” 
 
    Neither muzzle wavered.  They were defying her, not much caring about her honor.  One of them snarled his rage. 
 
    The other shouted.  “He killed them!” 
 
    “I kill most people that attack me without warning or provocation,” I said.  “It’s who I am, what I do.  Demon Lord, remember?” 
 
    I didn’t think she’d be able to reign them in, so I covered myself with a second skin of shadow magic. 
 
    Both weapons fired.  Face covered, I didn’t see the muzzle flashes but felt the slugs hitting the darkness across my face. The outer darkness was shaped like me, but inside the shell, I had an infinity of darkness wrapping around, a pocket dimension.  The bullets entered light-years away and were swallowed by my endless night.   
 
    When the stings cut off, I dropped the darkness from my face.  “I’m pretty sure that’s going to draw the attention of hotel security.” 
 
    Tiger lady wrenched their weapons away without getting shot, or burning her hands on the hot barrels. She snarled, face furry, baring fangs.  She was not happy with them making her look weak, trampling her honor.   
 
    They’d just invalidated the parole I’d given.  Trying to kill a prisoner under parole was akin to opening fire on a party meeting with you under a flag of truce.  Not the best form. 
 
    Her face went back to human.  But not her yellow tiger eyes.  She shoved the weapons back into their hands and turned to me.  “My apologies.  I have been shamed before you.” 
 
    “Kieu, don’t gravel before this—” 
 
    Kieu, that’s a Vietnamese name. 
 
    “Silence!” she screamed.  “Now he knows my name.”  She bowed deeply to me.  “With your permission, Lord Deathwalker, we will withdraw.” 
 
    “Until tonight,” I said. 
 
    “Tonight?”  She stood there like I’d slapped her with a flounder. 
 
    “You were planning on taking me out for Vietnamese food, right?  I have my heart set on it.” 
 
    “I-I would be honored.” 
 
    I swept closer and took her in my arms for a thorough kiss.  She wilted into me.  I whispered into her ear, “Don’t wear panties.  I may want to lick you under the table.”  Setting her back on her feet, I pulled shadow over me and released that point in space, vanishing from the hotel room.     
 
    I came out of shadow down on the street.  And caught a crowd of Men-in-Black with cameras, portable ultrasounds, and other devices I couldn’t name.  I didn’t know which agencies they represented and didn’t care.  They had the hood of my Mustang up, the formerly locked doors open, and were poring over everything. 
 
    “Something I can help you with?” I asked. 
 
    They jerked toward my voice and froze in place—hands caught in the cookie jar.   
 
    I circled to the hood to join two of them there.  I pointed at the spell circle on the inside of the hood.  “Winter Court fey magic.  It taps the dwarven crystal for  power, as do the electronics, and completely replaces the need for a battery.  Cool, huh?” 
 
    The spy-guys relaxed.  One of them said, “I don’t get how the science and magic integrate so well.” 
 
    “I’m a god.  They dare not disappoint me.” 
 
    One guy backed out from inside, swinging the passenger door a little.  He stared at it.  “Armor?” 
 
    “Dwarven iron,” I said.  “Spell-forged for extra strength.  You could hit this baby with a rocket and it would just shrug off the impact.” 
 
    Another guy piped up.  “But the windshield is still a weak point.” 
 
    “No,” I said.  “The shadow-box has a tinting option that takes care of that.  The shadow-box is the core of the battle system.”  They were crowding around me now, taking notes.   
 
    “Shadow-box?” one of them asked. 
 
    “Yeah.  Want to see?” 
 
    They agreed enthusiastically.  I walked around and settled in the driver’s seat, starting up the engine.  I pointed to the monitor screen embedded in the dash.  “That’s the outer surface of the box.”  I tapped the surface of the screen.  Rows of golden icons appeared.  I pointed at the prism drawing.  “This activates the gravity-sheer prism under the chassis, providing lift.” 
 
    “That’s how you did it!” one of the geeks said.  “Uh, what’s a gravity-sheer prism?  An actual Prism?” 
 
    “Look underneath the car.  It’s mounted over the transmission.” 
 
    Several of the guys laid on the street and peered under the Mustang.  I heard the cameras clicking.   
 
    “It’s air-tight, a closed environment.  The last element still to be added is the organic oxygen recovery system. Magic moss carpeting,” I said. 
 
    One guy turned and glared at me.  “Now you’re just screwing with us.” 
 
    “No, cross my heart.  The lady I was with will handle that part.  She’s the Queen of Thorns from Fairy.  I should have this prototype ready for the Pentagon by the end of the week.” 
 
    “You’re just giving it to the government?”  They were all staring. 
 
    “Of course.  I’m an American demon lord.  I love my country.  As long as I’m not prosecuted for petty infractions like murder and mayhem, I’m willing to keep the hybrid magi-tech coming.  You should spread that fact around.” 
 
    “That’s awfully decent of you,” one of the geeks said. 
 
    “I know.  If some city were to come after me for say, blowing up a building, I’d have no choice but to destroy that city as a lesson to the rest.  You know, ancient Atlantis was destroyed by magic.  I have full access to those ancient spells.” 
 
    “Good to know,” another geek said. 
 
    “Well, it’s been fun hanging with you guys,” I said, “but I’ve gotta go.” 
 
    “Wait, one last question,” a camera guy said.  “What the hell are you wearing?  A black catsuit?  Paint?” 
 
    “Shadow,” I said.  “It can be ephemeral or harder than titanium.  Paper-thin, permeable in soft mode, the ultimate in personal armor.”  I thickened the darkness so it no longer clung, but hung baggy on me instead.  A thought shaped the darkness so it layered, passing for a business suit with a black shirt and tie.  “Stealth armor mode.” 
 
    I slid out of the car and faced them, no longer looking like a cat burglar.  “One of you guys want to shoot me?  Go ahead.  Just watch out for the ricochet.” 
 
    Eager guns appeared.  “You’re sure,” one of them asked. 
 
    “Go ahead.  It’s all for science, right?” 
 
    I made sure none of them were aiming at my exposed face.  They weren’t.  They fired.  A moment later, one of them screamed and fell, grabbing at his hip. 
 
    “I warned you guys about ricochets.  Well, it looks like a flesh wound.  You should be all right.  Now, I do have to go.” 
 
    I slid into my Mustang, locked up, and pulled away from the curb.  At the next corner, I boosted the vehicle into the air, rising over the red traffic light.  I stayed in the air, following the street below.  I had a little business with the city still.  I wanted the word to go out: Don’t even think of crossing me.  I am above your laws.  The people of the world need to get used to a god in their midst.   
 
    I floated around for a while, and soon noticed a line of patrol cars trailing in the street below.  I continued to ignore them, doubting any of them had anti-tank missiles or grenade launchers.  There was certainly no way they were going to throw up a barrier to block me. 
 
    A few blocks later, I left the airspace over the streets, rising to cut directly across the buildings themselves.  Soon, police choppers came whu-whumping to keep me company.  I saw a news chopper, too. 
 
    Excellent. 
 
    On the shadow-box screen, I tapped the icon that looked like hands gripping a steering wheel: the auto-pilot.  Then I folded the convertible roof back, allowing me to stand on the driver’s seat.  I jumped forward, over the dash, and landed on the hood.  Standing there, I dared them to pick me off with a sniper’s rifle. 
 
    Opening a micro-portal, I thrust my hand through and grabbed the straight katana my father had made for me by way of an apology.  I pulled it from my armory, through the portal, and raised the blade over my head in a display of defiance.  The min-portal collapsed.   
 
    Pulling dragon magic from my core, I wreathed the sword with golden jags of electrical fire.  My darkness seeped into the hilt and ran up the blade so the metal went black.  The dark sword and golden lightning complemented each other, combining in unnatural unity that shadow magic and Gold Clan Dragon magic weren’t supposed to have.  The same incompatible energies were fused inside me, just as inexplicably. 
 
    Old Man Lauphram had never been able to understand what my biological father had done to me as an infant to make me this way.  I suspected the secrets I needed to understand were going to be found in Tartarus, where my father had come from.  The Goddess of Tartarus, my sweet and deadly Bella Donna, probably had all the answers I needed. 
 
    I think I am going to have to go there to pry those secrets out of her.  Well, tomorrow is soon enough.  I should let the day’s own chaos be sufficient for the day. 
 
    Jags zig-zagged off the sword, webbing the air above me, searing the sky.  I noticed the police choppers wisely backed off.  The media chopper showed no such restraint.  They really wanted the story.  I hoped they were getting my best side. 
 
    A voice called to me from the passenger seat behind me.  “Caine, don’t you think you’ve beaten your chest enough?  How much of a spectacle do you have to be?” 
 
    I quieted the discharges off of my sword and turned.  Selene, my Goddess of the Red Moon, sat in the Mustang.  She wore a gossamer, crimson shift, and a gold tiara in her red hair. The octahedral stones in the tiara were cuprite crystals: oxidized copper, like the rest of the Red Moon she ruled as her goddess domain.   
 
    My wife’s skin was white as milk.  Her eyes red crystal pools.  And her beauty enough to slam me in the gut.  It was too bad no one had warned me not to go fucking crazy.  Crazy was her middle name, her love for me beyond obsession.  I think, if I ever had to leave her, Ragnarok would be coming early.  She was the only thing that scared me more than myself.   
 
    And my best ally in the battle against the Flawless. 
 
    I released the sword, willing it to return to its place in my armory on Santa Catalina Island, where my demon clan lived.  I walked to the windshield, turned, and hopped backward, landing on the driver’s seat.  I slid down, getting my legs under the steering wheel.   
 
    Selene spoke, her words ringing out, not having to fight the wind. “I got your little present.  After debriefing her, I sent Ammarellis back to the Thorn Kingdom.” 
 
    “So, you know about Kieu.” 
 
    “My future selves had already mentioned that she’d be showing up in this timeline soon.  Make sure you take her to Tartarus with you.” 
 
    “If you think it’s best.” 
 
    She smiled at me.  “Just one fuck with her.  Remember, it’s our deal.  She’s not on the approved list for return engagements.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Don’t forget, one of me is always watching.  One of me will know if you cross that line.  Then all of us will know.  And you will bleed.” 
 
    “You are impugning my honor.  I’m capable of restraint.” 
 
    Some times. 
 
    “If I have to cut off one of your dicks, don’t expect me to sew it back on.” 
 
    A shiver went down my spine.   
 
    The moment spoiled; I angled the Mustang down toward a city street.  A burst of crimson star-points billowed next to me as Selene twisted space to take herself home. 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    My fault.  I thought I could stick my cock into the depths of hardcore crazy and walk a way unscathed.  What was I thinking? 
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    “Insane solutions are better  
 
    than contingency plans that  
 
    can be anticipated.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Whirling shadow-winds—like flurries of pitch-black snow—resolved into a fourteen-year-old girl.  Lilja sat in the seat just vacated by her mother.  The real winds fluttered her mid-length, white hair.  She turned a grin on me.  “Momma fixed my eyelids.  I can pass for human now by squinting a little.”   
 
    “I see.”   
 
    New eyelids with white lashes had been grafted on without scars.  The lids were as chalk-white as the rest of her skin, helping disguise her unnatural stare.  Having been burned out by the torturers of the Silver Clan Dragons, her eyes had been replaced by manifestations of shadow magic.  The darkness packing her sockets gave her a demonic look at odds with the pale innocence otherwise on display.  She had no irises or pupils. 
 
    “I don’t know how it’s possible, but you are even more beautiful,” I said. 
 
    “I know, right?  Butt-head says I’m still a monster.” 
 
    Well, technically, yes.  You were made from the shadow beast implanted in me by my father when he weaponized me as an infant. 
 
    I sighed.  “You guys are family.  You and Colt need to bury the hatchet and not in each other.” 
 
    “I try, Papa.  Honestly.  I haven’t tried to kill him in days!” 
 
    “Ummm, it’s a start, I suppose.”  The Mustang still angled down, descending on a fold of atypical gravity.  I looked for a place to enter traffic and found a gap.  The car set down and I tapped the icon on the shadow-box to kill the levitation spell. 
 
    “Where are we?” Lilja asked. 
 
    “San Francisco,” I said.  “You know this is planet Earth, right?” 
 
    She frowned at me.  “Of course, I do.  I’ve followed you here before.” 
 
    “You have?” 
 
    “A couple of times.  And I came shopping with Mom once.  She bought this outfit for me.”  I slanted her a look.  She wore a jumper of dark blue denim, a pink tee, and a white hoodie with bunny ears attached to the thrown-back hood.  She pulled a foot out of the floor well.  “And these are my red sneakers.  Mom put a spell on them so I can rabbit hop really high.” 
 
    After getting out of the Dragon World hospital, another child had given her a toy rabbit—imported from Earth—and ever since, Lilja had become a little rabbit crazy. 
 
    I slanted her another quick look.  “On these trips you snuck to Earth, did you happen to take any souvenirs?”   
 
    “No, Papa.  I’ve been good.”  She sounded sad about that. 
 
    The word Souvenirs was code for eyeballs plucked from the sockets of the freshly killed.  She kept her collection in our basement storeroom on the Red Moon: shelves with eyeballs floating in water, all kept in mason jars—watching your every move.   
 
    I’d told her once that dead was another word for safe.  I think she took eyeballs to stay safe from ghosts, rendering them blind.  Or maybe she just thought the eyes were pretty.  The Silver Dragons had taken her eyes, so it made sense to her that eyeballs were trophies.   
 
    Though creepy, it made perfect sense.  I’d told her though to keep her hobby a secret.  Many intolerant people in the multiverse dislike people having fun.  Far be it from me to trample on her creativity.  I wanted to keep the possible fallout manageable. 
 
    “Where are we going, Papa?” 
 
    “Well, you said you’ve been good, so we need to reward you.” 
 
    “Ice cream?” 
 
    “Maybe later.  I was thinking we’d help the police by cleaning up the streets a little.” 
 
    “Gonna sweep and mop?” 
 
    “Wash them with blood,” I said.  “I have to kill some time before meeting with some shifters.” 
 
    “And time bleeds?” 
 
    “Yes, dear.  Sometimes it bleeds out quite nicely.  It has to be well managed.” 
 
    “Oh.”  There was a large gasp from her.  She pointed at a homeless vagrant taking a crap in the mouth of an alley.  “He’s showing his butt!” 
 
    “Yes, dear.  This is a city run by the liberal elite.  Crapping on the sidewalks is what the very poor get to do here—when not high on crack or scaring loose change out of the unenlightened tourists who often complain.” 
 
    “I don’t haffta, do I?” 
 
    “No, Lilja.  Daddy will always make sure you have a pot to piss in.” 
 
    I pulled up to the curb.  “You wait here and guard the car.  If anyone tries to steal it, you can kill them and take their eyeball.”  She had the shadow magic to do it, too. 
 
    The possibility made her grin.  “Yes, Papa!” 
 
    I walked over to the vagrant as he hitched his pants up.  He ambled from his dump.  I stopped him with a raised hand.  I wasn’t going to touch him, or get downwind.  He seemed like he might be a friend to fleas, and definitely lacked a bar of soap.   
 
    I smiled.  “Hey, you decrepit piece of shit.  You’re abandoning your child!”  I pointed back at his curled turd. 
 
    “Whazzit tuh you?”  A gnarled hand clawed at a yellow-gray beard as he glared with blood-shot eyes. 
 
    “Where’s a crack house around here?” 
 
    “I ain’t no snitch.” 
 
    I pulled a roll of bills out of my coat’s shadow-pocket and peeled off a hundred.  “Are you sure you can’t tell me?” 
 
    His eyes bulged at the cash.  “Well, maybe I do know of one a few blocks down.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Ol’ red brick building next tuh the Saigon Rest’rant on sixth.  Can’t miss it.”  He reached for the hundred. 
 
    I turned and walked on, putting the money back in my pocket. 
 
    “Hey!” he yelled.  “I earned that.” 
 
    “You sure did,” I called over my shoulder.  “But if I gave it to you, you’d only waste it on cheap booze.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with that?” 
 
    “Take a hard look at yourself.” 
 
    “Bastard!” 
 
    “Sidewalk crapper.” 
 
    “Hater!” 
 
    “Meat-puppet about to die.”  I turned around and filled both hands with golden jags of lightning.  “Got something else you want to say?’ 
 
    He stared, swallowed, and backed up, stepping on his crap.  “No, sir!” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    Try and be merciful—helping people in need—and just see where it gets you. 
 
    I reached the Mustang, settled in, and slammed my door.   
 
    Lilja leaned toward me.  “No one came by.  I didn’t get any eyeballs.” 
 
    “We’ll see if we can fix that.”   
 
    I sent the car rolling down the street.  It wasn’t far.  The restaurant was a wedge that faced an intersection.  Abutting it, red brick took over from black.  The big rectangular windows were impenetrable; coated with dust.  The main door had been boarded up once but now, pried-off boards littered the sidewalk.  Down a few storefronts, a bum sat collapsed.  He’d been unable to get too far before self-medicating for the loss of his hopes and dreams.   
 
    There wasn’t a parking spot near the lair of the evil so, I opened a pool of darkness under a battered red Camry.  It sank from sight.  I pulled in, parked, and I killed the engine.   
 
    “Lilja, this place is dangerous.  The people here are bad.  They make drugs using dangerous chemicals.  You can go in with me, but stay close.  If a fire breaks out, I’ll have to pull shadow over us fast.  Understand?” 
 
    “Dangerous.  Let Papa go first.” 
 
    “Right. Be good and maybe I’ll let you run amok—in a restrained, lady-like manner.” 
 
    “Yes, Papa.” 
 
    She stayed right behind me as I entered the two-story structure, her hands prying loose some of the shadow that formed the back of my coat, stretching it out a little.  Those same hands could well have ripped away enough darkness to make a dagger, her preferred weapon.  Fortunately, she liked my eyes where they were, in my head.   
 
    At one time it had been a cafe of sorts.  Booths lined two walls and a bunch of tables and chairs were crowded over by a barren wall.  Sunlight through the dusty windows produced a grayish light.   A sallow-faced man with greasy, stringy hair, wearing grungy clothes came from a table where little plastic envelopes were piled. 
 
    “Let’s see some cash,” he said. 
 
    “Hey,” I said.  “You’ve got blue eyes and not a lot of burst blood vessels at all.  How’s your liver holding up?” 
 
    “Cash?” he reminded me. 
 
    “See the lady.”  I pointed over my shoulder. 
 
    Lilja came around me and looked up into his face.  “They are a nice color.  Like shadows on the moon.” 
 
    The sleaze stared her over and looked back at me.  “You got her turning tricks for you?  Maybe we can work something out.  She’s young.  Not a lot of wear and tear yet.” 
 
    “Take care of him, Lilja,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, Daddy.”  Going into combat mode, she pulled her hood forward, bringing the bunny ears into prominence.  She hopped; a motion amplified by her magic sneakers.  Rebounding from the landing, she floated several feet off the floor.  The dealer opened his arms to catch her, a happy smile on his face with Easter coming early.   
 
    A four-foot broad sword of pure darkness formed in her hands.  She slashed.  The top of the dealer’s head popped off in a froth of blood.  She was good; just missing the eyes.  Spinning to finish the turn, she cut across the ears and the middle of his nose.  The sword collapsed; its darkness pulled back inside her body.   
 
    Landing, she caught the middle slice with the eyeballs in it and pried them out, a huge smile on her face. 
 
    Another man came out from behind a curtain to the back where I smelled meth cooking, and maybe some ramen as well.  This guy was big, muscles on top of muscles, in a wife-beater tee-shirt and jeans.  He wore biker boots and had a black handlebar mustache.  There was a clove cigarette in his mouth.  Seeing his friend’s corpse spilled on the floor.  
 
    He ran at me, whipping out a black-handled, karambit: a golden blade curved like a tiger claw.  A retention ring at the base of the hilt had a finger through it to help him keep his grip. 
 
    “Papa.” 
 
    “I see him,” I said. 
 
    Watching him run up to me, I blurred aside from his swing.  Stopping his arm with a grip that gouged and tore muscles.  I dropped him to his knees.   
 
    “Mother-fucker!” he screamed. 
 
    I thumped his watermelon head with a knuckle.  “Don’t cuss in front of my little girl, you asshole.”  I grabbed his throat and lifted him.  A quick, sharp turn and his vertebra snapped loudly.  I dropped the corpse.  “Brown eyes.  Need these?” 
 
    “Thanks, Papa.”  
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    Creating an ice cream scooper with serrated edges out of elemental darkness, she got to work harvesting her trophies. 
 
    It’s nice we can do these fun little activities together. 
 
    With two sets now to deal with, Lilja waved in a circular motion that created a disc of shadow.  She fed her plucked eyeballs and the scooper into the mini-portal and closed it.  The eyes would stay fresh until she found jars for them back on the Red Moon. 
 
    “What now, Papa?” 
 
    I waved at the table with the little plastic envelopes.  Its surface went dark, a black wave rose and swept the surface, swallowing the drugs.  “I might find a use for these later.”  My shadows slithered down to the floor and returned to me, soaking into the shadow-made shoes I wore.  The table stood bare.   
 
    “Let’s look behind the curtain.”  I strolled to where the second man had come from.  Beyond the curtain, I found a kitchen that had been repurposed to cook meth.  I saw a small woman in grubby clothes, graying blond hair pulled back and tied, a face mask on.  She stood over a stove where pots full of mysterious substances bubbled under high heat.  As I watched, she poured in a bit of bleach.  I didn’t know if that was normal, or if she’d falsified her background to get this job.  She may well have exaggerated her culinary skills. 
 
    Her aged voice creaked as she sang to herself from Mary Poppins: “A spoon full of sugar helps the medicine go dowwwn!” 
 
    I backed out again.   
 
    Lilja looked up at me, watching as I shuddered.  “What’s wrong, Papa?” 
 
    “It’s a wrong turn into the eighth level of Hell.  I think enough damage is being done here.  We’re not needed.  How about ice cream?” 
 
    “Yay!  Ice cream!  I want two scoops.” 
 
    “Sure.”  We walked out the door and I saw a man in a cheap suit standing by my Mustang.  He had an annoyed expression on his face that didn’t change as we reached him.  He glared.  “This is my parking spot.” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed.  Using a fob, I unlocked the doors.  Lilja bunny hopped to her door and got in.  I pulled mine open. 
 
    “No,” the man said, “you don’t understand.  My car is supposed to be here.  I left it here.” 
 
    “I know,” I said.  “Thanks for saving me a parking spot.” 
 
    His glare amped.  He yelled, “Where’s my car?” 
 
    “Ugly, beat-up, red Camry?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the one.” 
 
    “It will magically return after I drive away.” 
 
    “Are you tryin’ to be funny?” 
 
    “No, I’d shoot you in the knee if that were true.  If you’ll excuse me, I need to take my daughter to get ice cream.”  I tried to slide into my seat, but he grabbed my arm.  I pushed back out into the street.  “What now?” 
 
    “Did you just threaten me?” 
 
    “Technically, no.  Would you like me to?” 
 
    “You stay right there.  I’m calling the police.” 
 
    “Look, I’m in a hurry.  You just want your car back, right?” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    “Okay.  Here it is.”  I looked high into the sky, pointed, and a black spot appeared. 
 
    The man’s gaze followed my finger.  He looked up in time to see a red Camry fall out of a shadow portal and plunged to the nearby intersection where a passing vehicle booming and rattled with rap music.  The crash was loud but no fireball.  In the aftermath, broken metal rattled around, bouncing. Glass windows shattered.  At least the awful music had been ended. 
 
    I shrugged his hand off my arm.  “Happy?” 
 
    He whispered, “My car!” 
 
    I sighed.  “Yeah, it’s always the innocent who suffer.  Maybe next time, you should just be patient.” 
 
    I got into my Mustang. 
 
    The man’s shocked stare sought me out.  “Who are you?” 
 
    “I am the Red Moon Demon.”  I shut my door and drove off, humming.   
 
    “You’re in a good mood, Papa.” 
 
    “Murder and mayhem always lighten my spirit.” 
 
    “Mine, too, Papa.” 
 
    We made an illegal U-turn and drove in the opposite direction from the crash.  Searching for an ice cream vendor, one-handed,  I used my phone.  In the distance, I hear the wailing sirens of emergency response vehicles.   
 
    “Papa?” 
 
    “Yes, dear.” 
 
    “If you’re the Red Moon Demon, what am I?” 
 
    “Princess of the Red Moon and the Dragon World.” 
 
    “Then I need a crown.” 
 
    “We can hit Walmart and get you a magical-girl tiara and a power scepter while we’re at it.” 
 
    “You’re the best Papa ever.” 
 
    I smiled.  “I know.  Be sure and tell Colt that every chance you get.  It hurts to be doubted.” 
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    “In savage places, the weak  
 
    and useless aren’t respected. 
 
    They’re roadkill.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    After sending Lilja home with an armload of over-priced gifts, I checked my hotel for messages.  That brought me to drive—well, fly really—here in my Mustang.  I parked on the plaza roof to avoid attention while visiting The Jade Tiger Vietnamese Restaurant.  The message was from Kieu Linh: Beautiful Spirit.  I’d looked her name up as well as the address.   
 
    The place was clean, Asian-modern style, and mostly slate gray with a few contrasting walls in dusty mauve, with pewter-colored tiles underfoot.  A wooden lattice formed a false ceiling which dangled purple-green vines and gold chains supporting lanterns—not the traditional rice paper ones, but sculpted ones made of red yarn wound around wooden struts.  The lanterns cast a reddish glow.  There were wooden tables, each with six chairs.   And the place was half full of customers. 
 
    The floral scents of ginger, lemongrass, cinnamon, basil, mixed with sweet chili and scallion oil wafted in the air from the kitchen.  My dragon’s sense of smell also identified numerous sizzling proteins.   I could already tell I was going to enjoy the meal. 
 
    My gaze settled on a familiar figure: a woman with a pile of glossy black hair, wearing an orange-red dress. No shifter underlings were around to beat their chests, loom menacingly, and drip saliva on my shoes while growling threats.   
 
    Kieu’s back was to me, but a sudden tensing of her back muscles told me she felt the impact of my eyes. Shifters are sensitive to their environments.  I moved toward her, circling away from her so she could see me before I got near.  I did this out of respect.  She’d shown good faith by sitting with her back to the door, an act of trust that everyone knew I hadn’t earned.   
 
    Or possibly, it’s a display of courage meant to impress me—a way of reclaiming lost-face from our earlier encounter. 
 
    As I stopped opposite her, with the table between us, she stood and gave a shallow nod.  There wasn’t a lot of humility there, but I supposed she meant to take possession of me, so a certain arrogance was required.  She gestured to a seat.  “Join me.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Well, since you’re ordering me so nicely…”  I pulled the chair out and settled.  “What’s good here?” 
 
    “I recommend the ginger and black bean snapper, or the Mi Toi Tom Nuong.” 
 
    I lifted an inquiring eyebrow. 
 
    “Garlic noodles with grilled shrimp.”  Her English was good, lilting, with just a hint of underlying gruffness.   
 
    Her deeper tones came from frequent changes into a tigress.  The yellow eyes, too, I guessed.  The older or more powerful a shifter, the more their inner animal lingers in the human form. 
 
    She sat, leaned forward in her seat, and clasped hands on the tabletop.   “Mr. Deathwalker—” 
 
    “Call me Caine.” 
 
    “Caine, there are reasons I require your services.  My clan has diminished overseas.  We came here to find a better place, but the other tiger clans begrudge us a territory.  We could go to other beasts; displace a weaker shifter clan, but other types of shifter have alliances.  If we attack a coyote clan, we will have the wolves to deal with, and the horse-shifters…and others.”  She raised a hand to signal a passing waitress.  The young woman came over and bowed deeply to Kieu. 
 
    She looked at me.  “This is Cam.  She is one of my people.  Most of us work in this industry.  We require a large city as a base.  We aren’t a big clan anymore.” She admitted this with an air of crushing sadness.  “A medium-sized city would do.  There are plenty in this country, but also vampire dens to deal with.  Or witches.  Even areas under fey control.  We wouldn’t know where to begin a search.”  Kieu fired off a rapid stream of Vietnamese.   
 
    Cam bowed and hurried off.   
 
    Kieu caught my gaze.  “I have ordered for us.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    She picked up the thread of her earlier conversation.  “A bigger city is better.  We did not enter the country through normal channels.  We should hide where we can blend among other Asians.” 
 
     “But you’re hoping not to move at all.  If your clan has a pet god, you think all the other shifters will fall in line or at least leave you alone.” 
 
    “I know they will.  A name such as yours carries weight.” 
 
    “The problem is I’m not a pet anything.  And you will wind up drawing the wrath of Selene, Goddess of the Red Moon.  Then you’ll wish you only had shifters to deal with.” 
 
    There was a red swirl of star-points dribbling from the ceiling behind her chair.  A red light washed up and Selene materialized as the dazzle died down.  Selene stood behind Kieu, sheathed in a red silk gown, red hair falling freely, her arms crossed as she glared. 
 
    Kieu said, “Can you not tell this Selene that you have grown tired of her?” 
 
    “Not and keep my family jewels firmly attached, so, no, that’s not happening.  I have another solution for you.  One that will let you walk out of this restaurant alive.” 
 
    Selene came around the table and placed her hands on the back of an empty chair.  The wooden chair went red, turning into crystal.  She pulled it out and settled, a wicked smile on her face.  She looked at Kieu.  “My inner dragon is wondering what a tiger’s heart would taste like.  Do you have sea salt here?” 
 
    I couldn’t help myself.  “Tastes like chicken.” 
 
    Kieu growled softly at Selene.  “You’re threatening me?” 
 
    “If you can’t tell, I’ve lost my touch,” Selene said. 
 
    “You are dragon-born, too,” Kieu said.   “It would be a sin for you to prey upon the Vietnamese people.” 
 
    “How do you figure that?”  Suddenly, Selene sounded truly curious and a lot less angry. 
 
    “Do you know the origin of our race?” Kieu asked. 
 
    “No,” Selene said.  “Enlighten me.” 
 
    “Lac Long Quan—the father of our people—was the grandson of the sea-dragon king in ancient times.  But even if you would prey upon those with dragon blood, we have a right to the protection of the High King of Fairy.  The mother of our people was of the Wild Hunt, a fairy named Au Co, the daughter of the Holy Bird in the High Mountain.”   Kieu turned her eyes to me.   “You are dragon-born and the king of fairy.  You have an obligation to protect us.”    
 
    “I prefer to choose my obligations,” I said. 
 
    She shook her head no.  “This obligation comes to you by the crowns you wear.  We have a blood claim.” 
 
    “I have another answer for you.  One that won’t leave me managing your chain of restaurants.  I do have worlds to rule and protect.  I’ll give you a goddess instead.” 
 
    Selene slid her stare to me.  “You’re going to give me away?” 
 
    Taking my life in my hands, I glared at her, pretending to all the dominance I didn’t have.  “Zip it, woman.  You’re my property and I don’t share.  Mine!  Forever!  I will kill anyone who says different.”   
 
    Selene blushed delicately, too flattered to be insulted by my domineering tone. 
 
    I looked back at Kieu.  “I actually have another goddess in mind for you.” 
 
    “Really?” Kieu asked. 
 
    “A certain oracle told me I needed to deal with this person anyway.  Come with me to Tartarus.  Make your pitch.  I suspect Bella Donna is in need of new worshipers by now.” 
 
    Kieu narrowed her eyes.  “Bel...la Dah...na?  Is this a demon-goddess that eats her own people?” 
 
    “Not without reason,” I said.  “She raised her followers to an advanced level of magical civilization. They turned on her, imprisoning her, draining her strength and divine power for their ambitions.” 
 
    “They chained her alone, in darkness, starving her of devotion for ages until she went mad,” Selene volunteered. 
 
    “She can be managed,” I said.  “And has nothing now, but ruined cities and ravaging monsters for company.  By adopting her, Kieu, your people gain not only a strong protector, but the gift of shadow magic.” 
 
    Her eyes widened.  “Shadow magic!” 
 
    I turned my right-hand palm up and held it out over the table.  A ball of darkness seeped from my palm, swelling to grapefruit size.  “Shadow can be a portal to wherever other shadows lie.  It can also be hardened and shaped by will.”  The ball stretched upward.  A sword formed.  I held it by the tip and midsection, offering the hilt to Kieu. “Take it.” 
 
    She reached.  Her hand paused short of the hilt, then closed in a sudden grab.   
 
    I let go. 
 
    She held the sword of shadow, pointing it at me across the table.   Kieu stared at the blade.  “It’s hard, but not heavy.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to even stay solid,” I said.  “Imagine blocking a sword coming at you, then while their attack is stalled out, pushing your sword through theirs to get inside their guard.  The principles of swordplay completely change.  Imagine a cloud of darkness hovering over a battlefield—one that rains shadow-arrows, or bullets for that matter.”  I grabbed the end of the sword and it separated at the midpoint.  I reshaped the shadows so both Kieu and I held duplicate short swords.  “The only limit comes from your imagination and the strength of your desire.” 
 
    The waitress returned, leaving hot tea and small cups for us.  Selene stopped her with a gesture.  “I’ll take a shrimp salad.”  The waitress nodded briskly—still giving no response to the swords—and hurried off again. 
 
    I tapped Kieu’s sword with mine.  Her blade wilted to the table where it pooled and reshaped itself.  A black tiger stalked about the table, an imitation of life.  I laid my sword down.  It became a black dragon.  The shadow creatures moved close to each other and froze a heartbeat from combat, their battle poses forming a perfect centerpiece. 
 
    The waitress returned with a tray and served Kieu first.  My plate was set in front of me.  The waitress addressed Selene.  “The chief is grilling the shrimp for your salad.  I will bring it soon.” 
 
    Selene smiled.  “Excellent.” 
 
    “Kieu,” I said.  “This is your restaurant, right?  And the customers in here are tiger shifters.” 
 
    “It is so.  You have a good nose.” 
 
    “They were a little too blind to Selene’s appearance and my shadow magic.  Normal people would have at least said: ‘Holy shit!’ or something while fleeing the restaurant.” 
 
    “I noticed that myself,” Selene said. 
 
    I looked at her. 
 
    “I did,” she said. 
 
    I kept looking. 
 
    She sighed.  “Okay, I lied.”  She turned her crimson-crystal stare on Kieu.  “You should go with Caine to Tartarus.  Everyone needs to visit a hell-dimension at least once in their life.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said.  “Do come.” 
 
    Selene glowered at me, the light of her eyes hazing the air a little. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Listen to yourself sometime, you over-dicked godling.”  Her glower dimmed as the waitress slid Selene’s shrimp salad in front of her along with both silverware and chopsticks. 
 
    “You will guarantee my safety?” Kieu asked. 
 
    “To the best of my strength and power until the journey is over.”  I looked up at the ceiling, waiting.  “My word as High King of Fairy.”  The peel of distant mission bells reached us.   
 
    There they are.   
 
    I picked up my silverware and started in on my ginger and black bean snapper.  I nodded briskly.  “This is good.” 
 
    “I accept your offer,” Kieu said.  “I’d like one of my people to come along as well.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said.  “But if they do something stupid to get killed, it’s not my fault.” 
 
    “I will be responsible for my attendant not being stupid,” Kieu said. 
 
    “Who is the bodyguard?” I asked. 
 
    “One of our elders.  Quyen.  He hears the spirits and has long intervened for our clan to the unseen world.  Honestly, he would never forgive me if I left him out.  Quyen is our best chef.  He is the one who prepared the food.” 
 
    “Okay.  I have no problem with a private chef coming along.  Come to my hotel room tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “What time?” Kieu asked. 
 
    “Not too early,” Selene said.  “We’ll be sleeping in.  As my husband has so firmly said, I am his, so he must attend to my needs tonight.  That will be a long and arduous affair.”  Selene smiled at me.  “Finish your snapper, dear heart.  You are going to need your strength.” 
 
    “Better make it noon,” I told Kieu. 
 
    She stood, sliding her chair back.  “I need to have a word with Quyen, and settle a few matters.  The food is on the house.  Continue to enjoy our hospitality.”  She strolled around the table to Selene’s end, pausing.  “When you’re done, could you do something about that chair?  It doesn’t match any of the others anymore.” 
 
    “Of course,” Selene murmured. 
 
    Kieu flowed gracefully toward the kitchen.  My gaze followed the swaying of her ass until she entered the kitchen.   
 
    I turned my stare and smile toward Selene.  “You’re only playing the jealous wife.  This has the feel of one of those things that your future selves would have told you needed to happen.  Can I assume you’re coming on the trip to Tartarus?” 
 
    Selene dangled a single grilled shrimp over her upturned face.  She snapped up the morsel and chewed, rolling her eyes to the back of her head.  She chewed a bit and swallowed.  “Wonderful.  This just might become my favorite restaurant.” 
 
    There were simultaneous flares of Crimson light across the restaurant.  I looked around.  All the chairs now matched Selene’s, having been turned into cuprite crystal.  This caused a stir of muttering from the other guests. 
 
    “Now the tables look out of place,” I said. 
 
    Selene picked another shrimp off her salad.  She bit it in half.  More dazzles of crimson light erupted.  Our table, like the others, transformed into red crystal.  “Happy?” she asked. 
 
    I grinned at her.  “Now the wood flooring seems out of place.” 
 
    Selene stared at me somewhat grumpily.  “You’re being awful demanding.” 
 
    “Change the floor.  Change the name of the restaurant to Red Moon Gardens, then no local shifter or vamp will mess with Kieu’s people—while here.  The locals will think the restaurant is under your protection.  Matter of fact, you might want to bankroll the  whole franchise.  Kieu probably needs cash desperately.  I bet she’d take you on as a partner.” 
 
    “I don’t have a problem making money on my own.” 
 
    “No, but if we get Bella Donna into this area, we’ll want an excuse to come around and check up on her.  We wouldn’t want her to wipe out the whole city on an insane whim.” 
 
    “No, we wouldn’t,” Selene said.  “That’s my thing.” 
 
    “Ours.”  I’d recently executed a city on the Dragon World belonging to the Silver Dragon Clan, now in exile.  Selene had devastated Tartarus in a brief war.  Lauphram, the Old Man who’d raised me, had destroyed ancient Atlantis.   
 
    Guess it runs in the family. 
 
    Selene poured herself a cup of green tea.  The floor turned to red crystal.  The customers at the other tables lurched to their feet like spooked cats.  Several of them tentatively touched the tables while others looked at the floor.  I saw one of the male shifters hurrying toward the kitchen to let Kieu know about Selene’s redecorating. 
 
    She smiled at me.  “Okay.  I’m in.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SEVEN 
 
      
 
    “The best places to wail are 
 
    where ghosts hang out.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    A day later, I rolled off of a damaged, slanted bed.  At least two of its legs were snapped.  The sheets were singed.  The air smelled of ozone.  Naked, tired, I was alone in the room.  I heard the shower in the en suite running: Selene washing sweat and orgasmic fluids off of her from a night of savage excess.  At some drunken moment during the night, I’d thought it a good idea to write my name on a wall with ropes of cum.  To my embarrassment, I’d misspelled it: Cayn. 
 
    What did I drink to get that fucked up?   
 
    My dragon DNA usually burned alcohol out of my system before I got too addled.  Then I remembered Selene had pulled the bottle out of thin air.  I decided I didn’t want to know what she’d fed me. 
 
    Following the sound of water, I entered the en suite.  Selene was behind a frosted glass door, her back turned to me.  And she seemed to be crying quietly to herself.  I went over and opened the door. 
 
    “Don’t come in,” she said. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Just…don’t.” 
 
    “Selene, turn around.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to see me like this.” 
 
    “Wet and naked?” 
 
    “Fat.” 
 
    “You’re not fat.” 
 
    “I’m getting there.” 
 
    I hardened and edged my voice.  “Turn around.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I stepped into the spray, closing the door behind me.  I gripped her shoulders and turned her.  Her forearms covered her stomach.   
 
    “I always wanted to be perfect for you,” she said. 
 
    So perfectly insane doesn’t count? 
 
    I pushed her arms aside.  Beneath her full, ripe breasts, the lines of her abs were less chiseled.  She had the beginning of a baby bump.  My future son Colt was in her womb, incubating.  I knelt in the spray, my hands on her hips, and pulled her close, planting a kiss on that bump.  “You are very beautiful.” 
 
    “You’re just saying that.” 
 
    “No.  There’s a difference between being a land-whale and being pregnant.” 
 
    “You’re not just saying that?” 
 
    “You want me to swear it as High King of Fairy?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I swear that you are beautiful to me and treasured deeply, despite being an occasional pain in the ass.” 
 
    High over the hotel, the air shivered to the phantom peel of  a mission bell. 
 
    She tapped my forehead with a raised knee, knocking me back on my ass.  “You didn’t have to add that last part,” she said. 
 
    “I can’t lie as the High King of Fairy.  You think that doesn’t cramp my style.” 
 
    “You don’t have to say unnecessary things though.” 
 
    I climbed back to my feet.  Selene pressed me back against the glass door.  Her wet tits flattened to my chest.  My stiffening cocks were pinned between us as she kissed me with sizzling hunger.  Her tongue slid into my mouth.  Our tongues dueled like matting serpents.  She pulled back and caressed the side of my face.  “Thank you.” 
 
    “No, thank you.  Feel free to assault me any time.” 
 
    “Don’t think I won’t.  Until I’m too far along for that.  Then you can go wallow with your damn shifter-whores.” 
 
    “It’s not like I want to—so much—it’s just that it isn’t natural for a man to be limited to one flavor of ice cream, no matter how good.  Some blessings—like my cum-heavy balls—deserve to be shared with the world to raise the quality of humanity’s gene pool.  It’s a sacred duty.” 
 
    Selene punched me in the stomach.  Hard.  Half expecting it, I’d hardened shadow over my midsection.  It didn’t help that much; she’d used a lot of her insane dragon-goddess strength in the blow, actually lifting me off my feet a few inches. She followed up with a sigh, a glare. and then she sniffed back a crocodile tear.  “And they say I’m crazy.  The sad thing is you believe all that.” 
 
    Bees do go from flower to flower.  Businessmen go whore to whore.  It’s the natural way of things.  I won’t feel guilty.  I don’t even think I can. 
 
    I straightened from the blow, grateful her fist hadn’t gone through me, severing my spine.   
 
    We need a change of subject here. 
 
    “Is this why you’ve been kicking me in the ass so much lately?  Insecure?  You’re my dragon’s mate as well as mine, and the mother of our child.  Your place will always be at my side.”  I turned her around and hugged her from behind.  One hand groped a tit, pinching a nipple.  My other hand gently circled over the baby bump as my cocks pressed into the cleft of her sweet ass.  I whispered into her ear.  “I’d drag you back to our bed if it weren’t busted all to hell—and if we didn’t have to leave for Tartarus.” 
 
    She sighed.  “Right.  My future selves say this is vital.  We’d planned to leave Bella in her dark-zone for a thousand years, but with the Flawless on the move, we don’t have that kind of time anymore.” 
 
    “That’s what Zahra was telling me, too.”  I let Selene go.   
 
    She turned in the spray, a final rinse, and squeezed past me, stepping out of the shower.  Looking back at me, she smiled.  “Don’t be too long in there, love.  I might have time to suck off at least one of your cocks before we need to dress.”     
 
     Grabbing soap, I worked up a lather, spreading it around.  Excitement grew and it wasn’t dreams of naked sugar plum fairies dancing through my head; not this time. 
 
      
 
    Kieu and her chef were on time, sadly, so we went down to the parking lot and piled in my Mustang.  Headlights ablaze, I drove into the street and hit a shadow portal in front of my hotel.  My portal took us to a place of crushing, hopeless darkness.  I braked and parked beside a spoon-shaped boulder on a field with scattered lumps of obsidian slag.  A nearby ridge with fractured teeth gnawed the dark sky.   
 
    We unloaded from the car.  I looked around.  In another direction, the distance was all lichen-covered slaggy hills.  The cracked ground underfoot looked like flint that had been sluiced with dirty oil.  There were no bird calls, fluttering wings, no scurrying of small animals.  The air tasted dead, sterile as everything else looked.  The unnaturalness felt like a shout of anger, a yell to go away.  Nothing here to see; let’s move along. 
 
    I remembered this emptiness from my last visit.  Before Bella’s awakening here, this had been a place waiting for life to one day happen.  Even after she raised a people here, borrowing ancient Greek stock from Earth, it remained a place that needed magic for survival. 
 
    Selene came around the car to stay beside me.  “This place is the enemy of life.”  She slid a hand protectively over her baby-bump.  No longer hiding it with an illusion when in public.  Not that this qualified much. 
 
    She dressed the way the locals had—before the rage of Bella had caught up to them, stripping away humanity.  Selene wore black-enameled mesh with glossy black-plastic patches of armor in key places.  Bands of crimson leather on one thigh cinched a large sheathed knife in place.  The hilt was blackened steel, secured with a snap-strap.  Other crimson bands on her left forearm held a computing device with a keypad and a glowing green lens display.  It was one of the few sources of light around since the sky lacked moons or stars.   
 
    I’d brought some light of my own: chem-sticks in my cargo pants pocket, and I took a moment to summon two of my Will-of-the-Wisps from Fairy.  They came whizzing in to float near me, teal blue and saffron balls adding an illumination that blended between them into green when they bobbed too close. 
 
      Overly silent, Kieu wore yoga pants—that reached to her calves—leather sneakers, and fingerless gloves.  A hunter-green sweater with an orange, snarling tiger-face on it, yellow eyes bright and burning with primitive hunger, completed her look. 
 
    She takes pride in her unnatural heritage.  Some would think it a curse. 
 
    The sweater was tied by a golden sash that held a folded fan with steel struts: an uncommon martial arts weapon.  Otherwise, she looked unarmed—not that she couldn’t release her inner tiger as needed if she didn’t mind destroying her clothes. 
 
    Next to her was Quyen, a spry, gray-haired man with crow’s feet and laugh lines on his face.  He looked early sixties, which meant as a shifter he was probably twice that age, maybe older.  He wore black pants, a black tee-shirt, and a leather coat.  The way he moved—constantly balanced, alert, relaxed—hinted at years of martial arts training.   
 
    I knew little of Vietnamese martial arts except that they mixed wrestling in with elements from both Chinese and Japanese styles.  I vaguely remembered that they had a style similar to Hung-Gar’s tiger boxing.  I suspected their approach was more hard-style than soft, not essentially depending on the flow of internal chi: spirit energy.   
 
    I could be wrong.  Assuming is dangerous. 
 
    They gathered around me, the wisps hovering above us to cage us in their tinted light.  Kieu looked around with a slight grimace.  “This is a place for ghosts.” 
 
    “And those dying to become one,” Selene added. 
 
    “This is the domain of a goddess?” Quyen asked. 
 
    “A much-abused goddess with issues,” I said. 
 
    “There are no cities here?” Quyen asked. 
 
    “They’re crawling with the monstrous beasts Bella has been breeding from her mutated people,” I said.  “I don’t think you want to meet any of them up close and personal.” 
 
    “So, is this goddess just going to rush over to meet with us?” Quyen asked. 
 
    There was a kind of shock wave as the darkness compressed around us, congealing.  A patch formed that by contrast to the surrounding pall, was so barren of the hope of light that it made the surrounding murk bright by contrast.  That patch took on a female form.  Darkness peeled away to reveal purple skin and crystallized, white hair that reminded me of quartz.  It made a kind of helmet for her—as if she’d become a goddess of war.  An unnatural violet witch-fire burned in Bella’s deep mad eyes.   
 
    She wore a leathery wrap and a cloak, both made from near-human skin.  Here and there, whole faces were frozen in silent, eternal screams.  I had a feeling the last of her people might have wound up as clothing hanging in the largest walk-in closest any universe had ever seen. 
 
    Her stare slid over Quyen and Kieu.  The force of Bella’s divine presence stole their breaths, driving them to their knees.  They breathed again as that deadly stare lingered on Selene and her baby-bump.  Selene’s eyes were full of crimson fire, a brazen challenge.  
 
    Bella’s stare moved on, hitting me.   
 
    I smiled.  “Hi, honey.  I’m home.” 
 
    Dark waves of force pounded like breakers over me, driving me back a step.  The shadow armor I wore in the shape of a business suit withstood her interest, but there was a little cracking in places.    I healed the breaks with more shadow. 
 
    “Easy there,” I said. 
 
    Her flint-hard face softened, writhing with raw emotion as tears dripped down her face.  “You came back,” her voice was a scraping pot-shard across the surrounding slag, coming from all directions. 
 
    I answered calmly.  “I said I would.  I’ve come to take you out of here, to a better place.”  I held out my hand.  “Coming?” 
 
    I thought I’d seen blinding speed before, but that was nothing like Bella’s movement.  It was more like she simply unmade herself and reformed.  Her arms wrapped me, her chin digging into my chest.  Her hands were sharp claws stabbing my back in joy.  I refilled the new breaks in my armor. 
 
    “You’re real!” she whispered. 
 
    “Last time I checked, yes.”  Looking over Bella’s shoulder, to where Selene rolled her eyes at all the drama.   
 
    The tiger shifters simply stared, snared by fascination.   
 
    Inside my suit, I felt blood trickling down my back from Bella’s fierceness.  I whispered into her ear.  “You’re coming with me to Earth.  I have prepared a place for you there and a people who will serve you faithfully, without treachery. You will be honored again.” 
 
    “And you will be there?” she asked. 
 
    “Occasionally.  I have an empire to build and a war across the multiverse to fight.  I’ll need you for that.  And to warm my bed as Selene grows heavy with child.  Who knows?  Maybe I’ll breed you, too.” 
 
    Her body vibrated with emotions too extreme for expression.  I felt her claws sinking in deeper, fracturing the armor once again.  I whispered one more comment.  “I know you’re excited to see me, love, but you’re ripping open my back.  I’m bleeding.”  Her hands jerked off of me.  The strain left my ribs.  I was glad they hadn’t crumpled.   
 
    “Sorry,” she said. 
 
    “It’s all right, but I need you to develop a bit more self-control.  You need to remember how a goddess behaves.”   
 
    She’d pulled back from me a bit, the witch-fire of her violet eyes dimming.   
 
    I pulled her back in and slapped her ass.   
 
    She released a startled breath.  Her palms pressed against my chest as she stared into my eyes.  “I don’t know if I can.” 
 
    “You’ll be walking among humans who are vastly more fragile than your Villagers used to be.  You need to bank the ancient fires of your rage and become the protector of a world instead of its scourge?  Put aside the warrior and show me the face of a loving mother.  Selene will help guide you.” 
 
    “I-I don’t know,” Bella said. 
 
    “Will you try—for me?”  I squeezed her ass and made sure she felt my hardened cocks pressing against her.  
 
    She closed her eyes.  “For you, I would give all my darkness.”  The hard grain of her white-quartz hair cracked, softening, becoming tendrils of real hair that grew down her back in a wavy cascade. 
 
    Yeah, the universe is a bitch.  Like I need two manically obsessive goddesses hanging all over me until the end of time, cock-blocking me with their insecurities.  Oh well, it could be worse.  I could pick up a third goddess someplace.  I was scheduled to wed Gloria soon, the vampire princess.  It would be interesting to see how she handled the other women in my life. 
 
    Bella opened her eyes.  The purple blaze was now a gentle, lilac pool with swirling shadows on the bottom. 
 
    I smiled at her.  “Just do your best.”  
 
    Selene’s voice snapped with impatience.  “Bella Donna.  Come and be presented to your new clan.” 
 
    Bella didn’t move.  I wasn’t sure she was psychologically capable of parting with me even by a few inches.  This was going to be a problem.  I resolved it temporarily by turning her around, lodging an arm around her waist, and walking her over to the others as if we were Siamese twins joined at the hips.   
 
    From Selene’s fiery stare and the little red-lightning jags playing over her fists, I didn’t think she was going to put up with too much more. 
 
    We stopped in front of the shifters.  They were still on their knees.  Normally, such a posture of humility would be utterly foreign to tiger shifters that were even more stuck on themselves than the werewolves, but in present company, their bestial senses had to be fully engaged, warning them to be careful.  They already revered natural spirits.  It wasn’t a huge step to a new goddess—not when her mere presence was a killing force. 
 
    They kept their eyes down. 
 
    I whispered to Bella, “Tell them they have permission to look upon your dark splendor.” 
 
    Bella’s voice fell on them softly.  “You may look upon me and be known.” 
 
    Kieu’s yellow eyes shone as she lifted her head.  I could smell the panic of her tiger, very close to the surface.  Quyen was slower to look upward.  His dark eyes had gone tiger-yellow as well. 
 
    I gestured.  “This is Kieu, leader of a tiger clan, your new high priestess.  And this one is trusted among her people, Quyen.  Allow them to guide you on Earth and see to your needs.” 
 
    “Your hearts are pure?” Bella asked. 
 
    “We promise,” Kieu said.  “You will be honored as our protector.” 
 
    “There is an animal smell to them,” Bella said. 
 
    “There is an animal spirit in these people.  They don’t always wear human form.  This brings them closer to nature and makes them more honest,” I said. 
 
    “Well,” Bella said.  “I suppose I can give them a chance.” 
 
    One of Bella’s tentacled albino horrors came swooping in from the black sky, wings beating the air.   
 
    Selene looked up.  “Oh, how beautiful they’ve grown!” 
 
    It was the last straw for the cringing shifters.  Their inner tigers escaped control; they collapsed, clothing ripping away as their bodies twisted.  Bones cracked, melted, and reformed.  Muscles writhed beneath their skin like snakes, forming a new pattern.  Exposed skin bristled with new-grown fur—orange and black.  The fierce pain of the change wrung snarls from their lips as fangs grew in.  hands clawed the soil, becoming paws.  Tails grew out, lashing wildly. 
 
    The show went on for a few minutes. 
 
    Seeing Selene and Bella, and being a sensible monster, the albino horror in the sky flew on, knowing trouble when sighting it. 
 
    The newly formed tigers huddled, riding out the last waves of pain. 
 
    Bella clapped.  “Oh, that was marvelous.” 
 
    I was able to step aside and rejoin Selene.  She’d calmed down enough so I was fairly sure this reunion would end well.   
 
    Then a human figure staggered out of the darkness, drawing near.  He wore boots, black-enameled chain mail, and had my face plus a scar on his chin.  Darkness eclipsed his eyes.  I heard no heartbeat.  It was my dead half-brother whom I’d killed my last time here.  He’d looked better with his nose crumpled and face caved in.  Bella had prettied him up again.   
 
    As his eyes found me, he grimaced in hate.  “You.  Need.  To.  Die!” 
 
    I looked at Bella.  “What the fuck?” 
 
    “It helped me survive,” she said.  “The closest to you I could get.  I raised him to rule over the beasts spawned here and keep me company.” 
 
    “So, you’re a necromancer now?” I asked her. 
 
    “Go away!” my zombie brother shouted.  “Things were fine until you got here.” 
 
    I sighed.  “Yeah, I get that a lot.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “Hate creates as many targets 
 
     as it destroys: job security.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I stared, disgusted.  “When I kill something, I expect it to stay dead.”  I aimed a palm at him.  Several shadow-formed magic circles appeared in the air: rings radiating from my wrist.  Like leaping flames, there were shadow-glyphs between the rings: the kind of demon blessing that withers flesh and explodes bone from within.  All I had to do was speak the spell. 
 
    “That won’t work,” Bella said.  “He’s got too much of my power in him.  He’ll simply reform.” 
 
    “Let’s see,” I said.  “Fames tonitruum voco.”  The magic circles went fully black and collapsed to nothing, their energy expended.   
 
    Abel took a menacing step toward me.  His body blimped-out, acquiring the aerodynamic shape of a football—right before popping.  Pieces of enameled chain mail flew freely.  Roasted chunks of meat plopped in a heavy rain for a moment.  There was no blood; just a lot of steam from the rapid combustion.  Bone shards were shrapnel.  Fortunately, I’d raised bubbles of darkness to protect everyone but my target.  Only his smoking boots—and maybe his feet—were left behind. 
 
    I dropped the shadow cup and we all looked at the spot Abel had been.  The boots cast a shadow upward that took on the shape of the missing man.  Elsewhere, the scattered blackened bits of him   sprayed upward, merging as a swarm that flew back to the shadow shape, merging with it.  In moments, the shadow sank into a resurrected Abel, unveiling him.  His eyes burned with more black hate than ever before.  Rage lined his face.  He put his hands together and they filled with a pool of shadow that reformed into a katana.   
 
    “I told you that wasn’t going to work,” Bella said.  “He holds too much of my essence.  You need to do that about a thousand more times.” 
 
    Abel rushed in, his sword’s tip sweeping up for my heart, but while he was fast, I’d been faster even before my godhood set in.  I now had god-speed.  A small shift of my hips and a widening of my stance let him streak past me without contact; until I drove my knee under his blade, into his gut.  The impact folded him in half.  I brought an elbow strike down on the back of his neck.  Vertebrae broke, multiple cracks filling the cold air.   
 
    I’d killed him again. 
 
    “Nine-hundred and ninety-eight more to go.”  I stepped away, waiting for the next resurrection. 
 
    “Isn’t this rather a waste of time?” Selene asked.  “We can just leave the dimensional barrier up when we leave, and he’ll be trapped behind with all of this lovely hell-dimension to play in.” 
 
    “But that’s my bed-warmer,” Bella complained. 
 
    “You’ll get another,” I said.  “How am I going to relax if there’s always a chance he’ll catch me with my pants down and my cocks out and throbbing.  Talk about performance anxiety.  The time to take care of a threat is when you have the advantage.” 
 
    “Caine!” Kieu yelled for my attention.  I looked over and she was staring away from our group.  I followed her line of sight and saw a mass of white human-bug creatures scuttling our way. 
 
    “My children, what’s left of my people,” Bella said.  “They seem to be running from something.” 
 
    What amazed me wasn’t their monstrous conversion from human, but the fact that they were identical to the Scavengers used by the Flawless.  Flashing up over the spires and ridges, a Flawless appeared like the one that had brought death and ruin to the Dragon World.  It rolled across the sky like a small, lumpy moon, an almost crystalline shape that knotted oddly as if some of its dimensions conformed to the rules of alien dimensions elsewhere.  Something about the alien form caused direct gazes to slide away.    
 
    It fanned frosty-lime rays over the panicked mutants, yanking them into the sky.  It was harvesting Bella’s people for its use.   
 
    Wait, is this how they got the scavengers in the first place? 
 
    I looked at Selene.  “You couldn’t have given me advance notice?” I asked. 
 
    “Tartarus is the second target world.  It’s why we came for Bella.  As for the monsters; isn’t it better the enemy steals a weapon that we know we can beat rather than have them look elsewhere and forge something even more powerful.” 
 
    Damn.  How does an insane goddess manage to make so much sense? 
 
    “Get in the Mustang,” I yelled.   
 
    Still in tiger form, Kieu and Quyen leaped to obey. 
 
    Bella just looked at the Flawless invader abstraction.  “Caine, what is that?” 
 
    “It eats worlds,” I said. 
 
    “Why don’t I just break it into pieces?” Bella asked.  “That will end this, correct?” 
 
    “The pieces left would explode and the world would still be lost.”  We’d learned this the hard way on the Dragon World.  “Also, this is only one of many.  You might bring all of them running.  We need to go.  Now!” 
 
    Abel lunged, his neck repaired, a new sword of shadow in his hands.  I let him ram the shadow into me.  I absorbed it, stealing the darkness.  I gripped his neck and covered him in my darkness, an impenetrable layer of it that constrained all movement. 
 
    “Selene,” I yelled.  “Get Bella to Earth.  I’ll save the rest.” 
 
    The panicked mutants scuttling ever closer, the harvesting ray catching up to them.  They were being plucked away.  Our time was running out.   
 
    Selene sprang to Bella’s side and they were both engulfed in a flare of crimson light.  The light faded, leaving a whirl of red star-points to dim-out like dying embers.  The anomalous flare of divine energy acted like a lure, pulling the Flawless crystal-mass that much faster toward me. 
 
    I transformed the darkness holding Abel into a portal, dropping him into my personal, shadow-pocket between realities.  The dark shape of him dwindled and vanished into my private infinity.  I ran to the Mustang, slamming the back door shut. 
 
    The chittering of the fleeing mutants was shrill and growing louder.  I got in the Mustang, slammed my door, and hit the automatic ignition switch.  A touch on the shadow box screen brought up the icons.  I sent the car into a fast climb, driving up into the air.  The mutants ran underneath.   
 
    The lime-colored rays from the Flawless hit the Mustang.  The car flipped, sucked toward the Flawless.   
 
    I grinned, bringing the car back under control, facing the menace.  I let it draw me closer and used the shadow-box to launch a swarm of shadow missiles.  They hit across the surface of the Flawless which grew even bigger as we neared.  The darkness I’d launched ate into the crystal mass so its ever phasing molecular structure sheered in places, leaving me with huge bites.  I’d thought that would happen, but it was nice to have confirmation. 
 
    The Flawless recoiled in horror, facing an unknown weapon that could hurt it.  The lime ray snapped off.  The Flawless paled to a ghost of itself, phasing out of this reality, running.  It vanished.   
 
    Their fear was justified.  As of yet, I didn’t think they knew how they’d lost one of their own on the Dragon World.  The destroyed Flawless had never returned.  We were still as much of an enigma to them as they were to us. 
 
    This particular Flawless wanted to get word back more than it wanted a fight.  That meant a fleet of Flawless would soon be crashing into this hell-dimension.  I didn’t want any of the native super-science to fall into enemy hands.  Or the vast reservoir of shadow magic in this place.  That left one necessity. 
 
    I need to eat this reality before the Flawless do. 
 
    I extended my awareness beyond Tartarus, searching for Colt; the eight-year-old version visiting from the future, not my unborn child.  Tied by blood, I found him quickly across the multiverse.  As my shadow wrapped around him, I heard his voice within me: Dad? 
 
    I need you. 
 
    Darkness swirled over the front passenger seat, solidifying into Colt.  My nine-year-old son from the future grinned at me.  “What’s up?” 
 
    “I’m trusting you with my car…oh, and the two tigers in the backseat.”  From the grunts and growls of pain and the sound of popping joints, I knew they’d be human soon. 
 
    Colt turned in his seat and looked back.  “Shifters?” 
 
    “Yeah.  I’m jumping out here.  I need you to take the Mustang  to San Francisco.  Can you do that for me?” 
 
    “I get to drive?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “Wait!” Kieu’s voice rumbled, tiger-deep. “Can he even reach the pedals?”  On the last word, her voice jumped an octave. 
 
    I shrugged.  “He’ll manage.  Or one of his older selves will pop in, changing places.” 
 
    “I’m a demigod,” Colt said.  “I can do this.” 
 
    “Go fast,” I told him.  “This space is going to implode soon.” 
 
    “Great!”  He pulled his feet into the seat and crouched, ready to jump into my seat when I left.  I turned into an immaterial shadow and drifted out of the vehicle.  Colt took the wheel.  Either of the shifters could have driven, but they couldn’t skip dimensions—and I owed Colt a thrill for all the crap I put him through. 
 
    The Mustang hung there in the night.  A red-copper glow filled the car, sheathing the outside of the vehicle.  The light flared stronger then vanished, taking the car elsewhere.   
 
    That freed me to act.  I didn’t want to try to swallow a whole dimension while also protecting the Mustang and her passengers.  This complex task needed my full attention, and even then, it could go totally sideways. 
 
    I extended my hands and opened a shadow portal to my private pocket dimension.  A sphere formed, a black bubble in a black sea.  I wrapped my arms around it, pinning the bubble to my chest.   
 
    I’d been inside the body of a Flawless and seen its infinite fractal layers—a tyranny of order.  I needed that type of far-ranging attunement here, between my inner shadow and the hell-dimension of Tartarus.   
 
    Once I have unity, I can meld the two realities,  an emptiness within an emptiness.  I hope.   
 
    What that might do to me as a side-effect, I didn’t want to think about.  Just a level-up if I was lucky.   
 
    Hopefully not a third cock.  You can have too much of a good thing. 
 
    My pocket universe had its unique quantum signature—mine: a dark song  heard whenever I turned my awareness inward.  The same was true of Tartarus when listening outwardly.  I had to find the common notes that could act as a common bridge.  Fanning shadow from my body, I gathered threads of the outer song, souring its symphony.   
 
    Damn.  Can’t rush. 
 
    This was delicate work.  And all-the-while, in the back of my mind, the knowledge weighed on me that at any moment I could have a pack of Flawless bearing down on me. 
 
    I isolated several matching enharmonic tones.  They thickened as the two realms vibrated closer to unity.  I began to gather harmonics that were close, bending the outer tones to match my inner ones.   
 
    In my mind, it was like painting a ceiling with a fire hose while reading blueprints printed on the head of a pin where angels were dancing.  Inadequate, I know.  Some impressions of the multiverse just don’t articulate well.  At a certain point, the songs began to merge on their own, dampening out. Head-rending dissonance had my whole body vibrating like a tuning fork.   
 
    I didn’t wait for the process to complete; I flattened the shadow-portal I held into a disk and—with the force of my will—stretched it thin as hell, exploding its edges out to bisect Tartarus space.  I felt as if I, too, were part of a hyper-spatial wave surfing infinity: a sword severing it in half.  A coin in the gullet of Tartarus, I spun in place, touching all.    
 
    Finishing synchronizing, I had a killer buzz, as if shit-faced by human standards.  If this continued, I might finally experience what it meant to be effervescent, staggering, about-to-drop-dead snookered.  My dragon-born metabolism usually curtailed this sensation, but alcohol wasn’t involved.  This was quantum feedback I’d opened myself up to. 
 
    Heh, kinda cool. 
 
    The twin surfaces of my disc, blew out, a two-sided drain.  Savage winds roared.  Dust, grit, pebbles, and chunks of rock hailed over me, rattling off the dense shadow I armored myself with on the way to the disc.  I added ever more power into my form as great globs of slag and broken pieces of cities tumbled down the imploding maw of my cosmic disc.   
 
    I was glad I’d gotten my Mustang—and the shifters—out of this mess.  Now I only had to save myself. 
 
    As Tartarus-space vortexed into the disc, I spun ever faster.   
 
    Holy fuck!  I’m on spin dry. 
 
    I dropped inside my private universe where wave-fronts of hard-edged shadow ripped about freely in a sea of agitation.  At the same time, I felt a deep anti-pressure that pulled at my substance, trying to synchronize me into intangibility.   Mental focus thinned, my thoughts trying to mirror the distress of my personal space.   
 
    Always a cost for stupidity. 
 
    Leaf-blown, thinning, I lurched, my arms and legs whipping.  A mountain slammed into me, literally. and shattered against hard-fisted breakers that were parts of me.  Oh, fuck!  I felt that.  The outer layer of my shadow armor had liquefied.  Not good. 
 
    I pulled at the currents, trying to form a portal to take me out of the implosion.  The gateway I shaped shredded under quantum pressures.  Weird-assed vibrations groaned over me, deeper than whale-song, the moaning of colliding universes drilled into my bones.   
 
    Oh, fuck! 
 
    I extended my arms in opposite directions and lifted my face for a scream of power.  My body—stretched out across inconceivable distances—wreathed with wild jags with golden dragon-magic.  In the stunned lull after my lightning blast, thinking grew easier.  Focus sharpened. 
 
    I willed another shadow portal to form.  A splotch of darkness held still, black against the surrounding blackness.  Slowly, it grew, swirling, bucking against restraint.  I fed it power, singing counterpoint harmonies to keep it stable.  In another moment, I’d be…    
 
    Arms wrapped around me.  Hands clawed.   
 
    Attacked?!  Damn!  Abel.  I did throw him in here, didn’t I? 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing?” Abel screamed in my ear. 
 
    “Eating a universe,” I yelled back, whipping my upper torso so I could slam an elbow back into his face.  He spit blood and teeth. 
 
    I don’t have time for you.  I need out of here. 
 
    I shrugged Abel off of me.  He was caught by a current and sent tumbling. 
 
    I looked at the new portal I’d formed, surprised it had settled, defying the cosmic static.  The disk grew large enough for me to pass through, or I shrunk.  It was hard to be sure.   I reached for the way out. 
 
    A hand came through from elsewhere.  A small hand followed by a petite arm.  A face and shoulders pushed through.  I saw Lilja’s white hair whipping wildly, her black-as-sin eyes were fixed on me with a frightening intensity.   
 
    Our hands caught.   
 
    She bared her teeth.  The strength in her grip could have dented steel.  She hauled back, pulling, and I was dragged through the portal. Lilja caught me.  Locked together, we spilled onto a crimson carpet.  I lay there.  My bones felt like stretched-out rubber.  My stomach ached with emptiness.  I noticed that my lungs weren’t working, my organs still made of shadow.  My heart was still.  Lilja lay against me, her head on my chest, listening.   
 
    She drew back and swung her face to peer into my eyes.  She spoke with icy calm.  “Your heart’s not beating, Papa.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and sent a stabilizing sweep of golden dragon magic through my internal organs.  They solidified, coming on-line once more.   
 
    Drawing a deep breath, I pushed up to sit on the floor.  I was on the Red Moon, in the fortress library.  There were armchairs and tables and shelves loaded with books and scrolls.  Cabinets and stands held relics from dozens of hell-dimensions.  I felt the heat from a nearby fireplace that was big enough to roast a cow.  Red, leaded-glass windows on one wall admitted tinted light. 
 
    I looked down into Lilja’s face.  “You came to save Papa?” 
 
    “Someone had to.  Colt’s off visiting Zahra again.”  There was much disapproval in Lilja’s voice; she thought her little brother needed to hang around and attend to her every whim. 
 
    I noticed she wore a cropped, black tee and yoga pants.   It was a different look for her.  That told me she’d dressed herself, and that Selene was probably busy in her dungeon, dissecting one of her experiments.  
 
    I ruffled Lilja’s white hair.  “You are quickly winning the race to become Papa’s favorite hell-spawn.” 
 
    “Thank you, Papa.” 
 
    “Why don’t you see if you can find me a bottle of whiskey; I need to self-medicate.”  To drown out my damn quantum song.  How long until that goes away?  I keep wanting to hum. 
 
    “Yes, Papa.  I’ll be right back.”  She pushed to her feet, ass rising like she was doing some yoga exercise.  Locking her legs, she straightened.  She lunged; her bare feet slapped the floor as she ran ninja-fast.  In moments, she was out into the hall, heading for the closest wet bar. 
 
    “Such a good girl.” 
 
    Sitting there, I smiled, wondering what the Flawless were going to think about an entire Hell-dimension vanishing, quantum signature and all.  I hoped it drove them bat-shit crazy—liker me.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    NINE 
 
      
 
    “I favor friends who won’t try 
 
    to feed me into wood-chippers.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Much, much drunker—because one bottle is never enough—I returned to Earth, appearing in Kieu’s restaurant.  I only had a slight stagger.  Sadly, my dragon’s metabolism was attacking the alcohol.  The fast leap through my shadow pocket to Earth was rough, the agitation still extreme.  It was like fighting through whirling, grit-filled sludge.   
 
    I’d thought for a moment I wouldn’t get through.  But I did. 
 
    Bella Donna occupied a table that let her peer outside the restaurant, at the humans strolling through the shopping district.  Kitchen workers came by regularly to offer her hot tea and Vietnamese specialties.   
 
    The Goddess of Darkness was a natural attraction for this place: beautifully exotic with pure white hair and purple skin.  Selene had dressed her funny, too: in a royal blue one-piece, zippered low so a hell of a lot of cleavage was on display.  She was all set to play some alien sex-toy on a TV show.  She only needed a ray gun and a bubble helmet.   
 
    I imagined her staring into the camera, delivering her tag line: “I’m here to rock your world.  Surrender or I’ll rub my tits in your face.”  It would have to run on late-night TV. 
 
    I looked forward to her conquering my cocks, once Selene gave the go-ahead.   I didn’t mind being pimped out.  The sad part of the situation was the large gaps in scheduling.  Selene was in charge of my fucking now.  She’d said if I got desperate, I could just come  and find her. She’d never say no; such a giving megalomaniac. 
 
    Selene grinned at me, currently amusing herself as hostess, wearing sexy red-silk pajamas, playing at being human.   
 
    I approached her.  “You won’t be able to go an hour without killing some rude customer,” I said.  She was determined to prove me wrong.  Little did she know her insanity was on my side.   
 
    “That’s not true.  I can be very lady-like.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    I went over to join Bella.  “Mind if I sit down?” 
 
    “I was hoping you would.  I need my body violated.  Will this tabletop do?” 
 
    What is it with women wanting to be taken in restaurants? 
 
    “Sorry.  I prefer privacy for that kind of thing.  If I’m going to give lessons, I ought to get paid for it,” I said. 
 
    “Soon, though, right?  It has been ages.” 
 
    By the former time flow of her now devoured universe, that was true.  It hadn’t been so long for me in Earth years though.  “I’ll tell Selene to put you on top of my Mercy Fuck List, okay?” 
 
    And suddenly Selene was there at the table sitting down.   
 
    “I heard.”  She reached over and patted Bella’s hand.  “I know it’s been hard on you.  I can let you have him tonight, but then you’ll have to wait a while.  I have several baby-hungry ladies scheduled in Fairy for their turn.” 
 
    “The fey eat babies?” Bella asked. 
 
    “Only a few of the Dark Court ones,” I said.  “It’s generally frowned upon.” 
 
    Selene gave me a looked that begged me to stop helping with the explanations.  “Mostly, it’s just a figure of speech,” she said.  “It means the fey ladies are desperate for Caine’s services, too.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t mind bearing a child,” Bella said.  “I’d never eat him.” 
 
    “You want a boy?” Selena asked. 
 
    “He’d grow up with his father’s face,” Bella said.  “A constant reminder of my one true love.” 
 
    I’m every insanely hot bitch’s one true love.  I spoil women for everyone else.  Just sayin’… 
 
    A young waiter came by with a fresh pot of tea, taking the old pot, leaving us additional cups.  He scurried off.  Having two goddesses and a god at a table had to be unnerving to mere mortals, tiger shifters, or not. 
 
    A wave of dizziness swayed me in my seat.  My legs lost density.  I grabbed the table with one hand, and my head.  The quantum song of my pocket universe was ripping through me, trying to escape inner confinement. 
 
    Fuck no.  Behave! 
 
    I rode out the distortion of my senses and after a moment, it went away and my lower shadow body hardened.   
 
    I noticed Selene eyeing me with a raptor’s gaze. 
 
    I lifted an eyebrow in inquiry as if I didn’t know why she should be concerned. 
 
    She half-lidded her stare and looked away, keeping her thoughts to herself. 
 
    “I am concerned for you,” Bella said.  “I did not expect you’d swallow the darkness that gave me birth.  It was a pure pocket of primal chaos, the nothingness that preceded time and space for the multiverse.  Leakages from Tartarus are what has forever fueled shadow magic elsewhere.” 
 
    “There will be unintended consequences to what you have done,” Selene murmured. 
 
    “Like what?” I asked. 
 
    Selene shrugged.  “I’m insane.  How would I know?” 
 
    “Crazy doesn’t mean stupid,” I said.  ”You know a hell of a lot.” 
 
    Selene smiled at the complement.  “I have all my selves along the timeline in a mental circuit with me.  We’re not all crazy in the same way, at the same time.  It builds stability.” 
 
    “If such an alignment were to happen?” I asked. 
 
    Selene stared at me a moment before answering. “It would be…what’s a word for ‘too awful to believe?’” 
 
    That was a line of thought I was happy to abandon. 
 
    Bella touched my hand.  “I think you should play it safe and not use your portals for a while.  We see how shaky you  are.” 
 
    Selene frowned at me.  “I’ll take you where you need to be, or Colt will.” 
 
    “Or I could take a real vacation.  Maybe go talk to some of the country’s shifter clans and witch covens.  I just heard of a new cow-demon clan in Kansas City, Kansas that has been stealing people’s corn with magically animated scarecrows and attacking steak houses.  That might be diverting.” 
 
    “I think we should make this a speaking tour,” Selene said.  “You need to expose yourself to humans, get them used to being owned by a demon lord.  You can publicize your demon clan’s new national hotline for an emergency response to supernatural bad actors.” 
 
    “I’m still not sure that’s a good idea,” I said.  “We’ll get a lot of crackpots.  And old ladies saying fairies put their cats up a tree and we need to get Snookums down.” 
 
    “Those will be great publicity.  As we go along with it, people will get warm fuzzy feelings about us.  It will help that the TV commercials will all include a warning against frivolous calls.  There’s footage of a wendigo eating a pranker in the commercial.” 
 
    “Did you use a real wendigo?” I asked. 
 
    “Sure.  They work cheap,” Selene said.  “You just throw them some dreg of society to munch on and film it.” 
 
    “You grabbed a bum off the street?” I asked. 
 
    “I said dregs.”  Selene smiled.  “We used a politician who used to be a lawyer.” 
 
    “No one should complain about that,” I said. 
 
    A waiter came up and spoke softly to Selene.  She glanced over to the hostess station.  I looked as well.  There were a couple of businessmen waiting.  Selene stood up. 
 
    “Don’t kill them, or I win,” I said. 
 
    “Idiot, I am perfectly capable of interacting with normal people and not ripping their hearts out.”  She stood and sauntered off. 
 
    “I’ll believe it when I see it,” I muttered.  Swiveling in my chair, I watched as she reached the hostess stand and her impatient customers.  I didn’t expect immediate fireworks.  They were guys and she was a hot redhead with delightful curves and a killer rack.  That would put them in a happy mood right off.  But I knew it wouldn’t last. 
 
    “What exactly are you waiting for?” Bella asked. 
 
    “It’s hard to be specific,” I said.  “Murder, mayhem, carnage...” 
 
    Three more guys came in.  They pushed through the two already in line.  Apparently, they wanted to buy into sudden death, and not in a good way.   
 
    Kieu came up to my table, her heels loud on the red crystal floor.  She leaned in and whispered, “That’s Rasheed, the Tiger Clan alpha for the city.  His emissary already warned us to go, so he’s here to break things now.” 
 
    “And he’s a shifter so he likely heard every word you just whispered,” I whispered back.  I stood and walked Kieu to the station.  Bella followed. 
 
    “That wasn’t the only option I offered you,” Rasheed’s raised voice rolled like thunder, drawing the attention of seated diners.   “I told you that if you submitted to my lordship and authority, I’d take all of you into my clan and extend my protection to you.” 
 
    “I’ve had enough of such protection,” Kieu spat the words angrily.  “If I must sell body and soul, I’ll do it on my own terms.”  
 
    “Do you need me to tear his arms off for you, dear?” Bella asked. 
 
    Kieu answered for me.  “If necessary, that would be nice.”  
 
    “I think Selene has this,” I said.     
 
    The two humans who’d been waiting ran off without getting seated.  They might not know tiger shifters when they saw them, but something had set their hearts pounding, the small hairs at the napes of their necks tingling. Subconsciously, humans know they’re prey whether their intelligence say so or not: racial instincts from their hunter-gatherer days linger from when they lived in caves and painted on walls.  
 
    Selene was surrounded by the shifters.  Several of them smiled at her, all but drooling.  Coming around to the side, I watched Selene shake a finger in the air.  “It’s hard enough making a new restaurant successful when shifters aren’t pulling this kind of crap.  All of you need to feel ashamed.” 
 
    Wow!  She thinks they can be reasoned with.  Or is she hoping they can’t be? Hard to tell sometimes. 
 
    A shifter on her right leaned into her.  I need to feel your tits.  You don’t mind, do you, sugar?” 
 
    The shifter on her left reached around and grabbed her ass.  “Speaking of hard enough, babe, I got just the thing to put you in a better mood.” 
 
    I winced in anticipation. 
 
    Selene slammed a fist into the shifter’s crotch.  He let go of her and stumbled backward, gabbing himself.  “Next time, it comes off,” she said. 
 
    “Okay, given the provocation, that was a reasonable use of force,” I admitted. 
 
    The Alpha looked at his minion.  “That will teach you to keep your mind on business.”  His yellow stare turned to Selene.  “It’s funny; you don’t smell human, vampire, or shifter.  Do you mind if I ask what you are?” 
 
    “I am the Hostess of the Red Moon Gardens,” she said. 
 
    “And your species?” Rasheed persisted. 
 
    He was powerful, but not stupid. This looked promising for negotiations.  He’d noticed that Selene’s movements were even faster than his own and that she’d pulled her strike, otherwise his minion would have been embedded in the closest wall.   
 
    I stepped forward to help out.  “She is the Selene, Dragon-Goddess of the Red Moon, slayer of the Wild Hunt, and my favorite fuck toy.” 
 
    The alpha’s stare slid to me.  “And you are?” 
 
    Selene answered for me, “Caine Deathwalker, Demon Lord of L. A., High King of Fairy, God-Emperor of the Dragon World, and the last best hope of humanity—God help us all.”  
 
    The alpha nodded to himself.  “So, it’s not a shifter incursion into my territory, but an invasion of extra-dimensional oddballs.” 
 
    “Pretty much,” I agreed.  I turned and motioned Bella to come forward. “This is Bella Donna, former Goddess of Tartarus, Mistress of Darkness, the Dreaded Destroyer.” 
 
    She smiled at me, pleased with the introduction. 
 
    I continued.  “She is the new patron goddess of Kieu’s tiger clan.  They’ll stay out of your business if you cause no problems for our new chain of restaurants.” 
 
    “This isn’t an open city like L. A.,” the alpha said. 
 
    “Fine,” I said, “but if it’s held by tigers, it’s open to all tigers.  I’m unifying the supernatural communities under Daemonium Pax: the Peace of Demons.  We’re all coming out of the closet, the shadows of legend, and out from under the beds.  I will see that there are no government reservations.  You will see to it that no humans get eaten.  We’re all going to live together in the same open society.” 
 
    “Under you?” Rasheed said.  “I saw your great reveal on national TV.  I didn’t believe it at the time.  What gives you the right to play God?” 
 
    “I am the God of Shadows and I’m not playing until you see a mountain of skulls.” 
 
    Bella clapped briefly, but with enthusiasm.  “Oh, nicely put.” 
 
    I smiled at her.  “Thank you.” 
 
    “And you think all the shifter clans are just going to bow down and do as you say?” Rasheed asked.   “If we all band together—” 
 
    “Is that even possible?” I asked.  “When was the last time anyone made it work across species lines?  Oh, and did I mention that the cat-shifters and the Fenris are already allied with me?” 
 
    Rasheed sneered.  “Tigers aren’t afraid of wolves or house cats.” 
 
    “Kat’s kitty-clan has a wereliger for an enforcer and the gator clans stand with him.”  I widened my smile.  “I have been preparing for this all my life.  You can run the tigers under me, or be buried with them six-feet under.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, can I show you to a table?” Selene asked.  “The Chef’s Special is to die for.” 
 
    Rasheed looked at all of us, his square face bland, then turned and walked away without a word.  His shifters slunk out behind him. 
 
    Selene turned to me.  “See?  No bloodshed.  No dead humans.  I can control myself—when I want.” 
 
    “They don’t count,” I said.  “They weren’t human.  Just wait until we get parents in here with screaming brats they allow to run wild.” 
 
    “I can eat those, right?” Bella asked. 
 
    I looked at her.  “Right.  But you can’t bill the parents for a service they didn’t order, so I’d try something else like keeping an evil clown on standby.” 
 
    “We’ll put one on retainer,” Selene said. 
 
    Kieu pressed in to join the conversation.  “Do you think Rasheed will be back?” 
 
    “Not directly,” I said.  “I’d keep watch on your people and businesses at night.  Make sure Bella knows where all your safe houses are.  Keep her near you, and when you get a call about trouble, have her pop you over there en mass to curb-stomp Rasheed’s people.  If I have to, I’ll end all of them.  It will be a good lesson to other holdout shifters.”  I looked at Selene.  “Hey, babe, where’s my Mustang?” 
 
    “Colt still has it.  He’s showing off his new car to Zahra.” 
 
    “He thinks I’m going to let him keep my only new prototype?  I’ll set him straight.  I need to talk to Kat and Josh about the situation here anyway.” 
 
    “I put them up in the room next to ours at the hotel,” Selene said.  “They should be there now.” 
 
    “Call and ask them to come over for lunch,” Kieu said.  “I’ve never met a wereliger before.” 
 
    “That’s because there only one.” My hand went to shadow, becoming intangible.  I slid it behind my back and worked my fingers, trying to force flesh and blood back into form.  This had the potential to get impossibly annoying.  “Once upon a time, Josh was a Texas Ranger.  Some illegal-smuggling coyotes got the drop on him and left him for dead, pretty badly mauled.  They were a mixed bag of shifters: a lion, tiger, and jaguar shifter.  Josh pulled through and found himself a victim of mixed were-viruses.  They made him into a blend of tiger and lion.” 
 
    “Do you think he’d give me a blood sample?” Selene asked. 
 
    “Ask nicely,” I said.  “And don’t take more than he wants to give.  He’s a friend.” 
 
    I walked away, pulling out my cell phone.  I had Josh on speed dial, along with a lot of other people.  I opened my contact list and tapped his name.  The call went through as I returned to the table I’d left.   
 
    “Caine, what’s up?” It was Josh’s deep voice. 
 
    “Have Colt bring all of you here to the Red Moon Gardens for lunch.  Tell him I want my Mustang back.  He doesn’t get to keep it.” 
 
    There was a pause.  Colt came on the line, his child’s voice indignant.  “It’s mine by demon clan law: the rule of finders- keepers.” 
 
    “I’ll tell Zahra you’re still wetting the bed,” I said. 
 
    “We’ll be there in forty minutes.  And dad?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I really hate you.” 
 
    “Thanks.  It means I’m doing something right.”  I closed the connection and put my phone away.” 
 
    Ah!  Extortion, intimidation, blackmail: the joys of parenthood. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TEN 
 
      
 
    “My victories are gruesome  
 
    accidents waiting to happen.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Kat wore tight stockings that darkened her legs and a short teal green dress that showed off her knees.  Her black hair was pony-tail tied.  In black pumps, she moved with a dancer’s grace, her profession before getting changed into a werecat.  Lithe and buoyant, she had the misfortune not to have ever slept with me.  She was exclusive with Josh, who—in his wereliger form—became twenty-five-hundred pounds of fuzzy death.   
 
    That bought him a lot of lee-way with me.   
 
    As her shadow, he entered the restaurant a step behind her so she could see where she was going.  Leather-faced and sun-bronzed by his years as a Texas Ranger and a field agent for a covert federal outfit that dealt with dangerous preternaturals, Josh looked a hard-and-fit thirty-five. The kind of person who could bend a horseshoe in bare hands.   
 
    I could do it, too, I just looked under-tall and under-bulked in proportion to my power.  I was the kind of person you’d underestimate at first glance.  Second.  Maybe twentieth.   
 
    Josh never had that issue.  He wore a long-sleeved, white-and-tawny cowboy shirt, a brown leather jacket, faded jeans, and scuffed boots.  His dark blond hair was longer than the last time I’d seen him; possibly because he’d recently shape-shifted.  His squinty eyes range-roved the restaurant in search of threats to his beloved wife.  Spotting me, he angled my direction, drawing Kat along.  He moved with a kind of grace, too. The unconscious grace of a killing beast stalking prey.   
 
    Selene abandoned the hostess stand to follow them over to the table I shared with Bella Donna.  We both received cool nods of greeting from the couple.  Colt had probably told them I was a bad father.  I probably needed to start beating him, but from the way I was raised, I firmly believed neglect was the kindest thing we did for our children. 
 
    I waved toward a couple of chairs; as if Kat and Josh needed my permission.  They settled and Selene took an open fifth chair. 
 
    “Where’s Zahra?” I asked. 
 
    “She said she had a vision to follow and couldn’t come,” Kat said. 
 
    “She promised me she’d be safe.” Josh rumbled in a low-key voice. 
 
    And they believed her?  I wondered how much of her Legion of Five adventures she shared with her parents. 
 
    Looking around, I saw Kieu approaching from the swinging kitchen door.  She slowed as she reached the side of the table where Josh and Kat sat.  The three exchanged wary stares, no doubt scenting inner cats.  Kieu’s stare shot to Josh as the larger threat.  Kat was a were, but of a house cat variety.  She didn’t go full cat, just borrowed a few feline enhancements.  Josh would be a puzzle to Kieu, smelling of blended tiger and lion. 
 
    I spoke up, “Josh, Kat, this is Kieu, the queen of her tiger clan.  Kieu, this is Kat and Josh.  If there was a king over all the cat clans, he’d be it.  If the local tiger alpha tries to pull dominance here, he’ll be in for a big surprise.” 
 
    Kat smiled at that.  A smaller person than me, she resented people that threw around their size and bullied others, not that anyone ever intimidated her.   
 
    Kieu bowed in formal greeting.  Selene had been at work; Kieu had partially shifted for the restaurant patrons so she had yellow cat eyes, ears, and a tiger-tail dropping out of her skirt.  A very cute—out of the closet—look.  I glanced around.  Several other waitresses were partially shifted as well, though staying mostly human.  Already, customers were sneaking shots with their phones.  By tomorrow, this was going to be the hottest new restaurant in the city.   
 
    Kieu said, “We are honored to receive such guests.  I have taken the liberty of instructing the chef to prepare his best dishes.  They will be along soon.”  She took the last open chair near Bella. 
 
    Now that the shifters were made comfortable with each other, I moved on.  “You all know Selene, dragon-goddess of the Red Moon. I gestured elsewhere.  “This is Bella Donna, former Goddess of Tartarus, the current goddess of Kieu’s tiger clan.” 
 
    “A Goddess of Darkness?  What do you need me for?” Josh asked. 
 
    “Bella is new to this world, is still settling in, and learning our ways.  While very powerful, she lacks restraint and a fine edge to her work.  I think you’ll be perfect for this job,” I said. 
 
    Kat gave Kieu an interested stare.  “The local tigers are trying to muscle you out of town, I understand.” 
 
    “Yes, they object to outsiders,” Kieu said. 
 
    “The locals need to be backed down,” I said.  “I can’t think of anyone better for this job than you two.  Make peace if possible, I’m trying to avoid mass murder though I’m not completely against it.” 
 
    Josh gave me a wry grin at that.  “And don’t think we aren’t grateful for your restraint.  With as many werewolves as there are in the world, cat shifters need more numbers.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “but wolves have the Fenris to keep them in line.  If you’re willing to let me set you up as king of the cats, it would help unify the other shifters and settle things down.  I don’t think you and the Fenris will have a problem seeing eye-to-eye. 
 
    “I don’t know if I want that big a target on my back,” Josh said.  “And isn’t the Fenris currently taking a break from his pack, wandering around aimlessly?” 
 
    “Aimlessly wandering?” Kat raised an eyebrow. 
 
    I explained, “Well, he just lost the love of his life and is a bit distressed.” 
 
    Kat looked saddened.  “None of us are immune to loss.” 
 
    I thought she might be remembering her miscarried litters.  Kat had given up on having a child until I introduced Zahra to her.  But  who better to raise a bobcat shifter—and avatar of Bast-Tet, the Egyptian cat-goddess—than a werecat desperate to be a mother.  This one good turn was perhaps the only reason Kat liked me at all.   
 
    Waitresses brought pots of tea and steamed spring roll appetizers with sides of an orange sauce.  Kat gave hers to Josh.  Seeing that, and knowing a hungry liger is a danger to all, I slid mine over as well.  Kieu copied me.   
 
    Selene dipped her spring roll in the sauce and took a bite, rolling her eyes.  Bella Donna followed her example.  Goddesses don’t fear hungry ligers.   
 
    Neither do I.  I’m just a nice guy.  Not that I’ll admit to it in public.  I have a demon lord’s reputation to live down to.  Sometimes, that takes a lot of effort.  Evil can be hard work. 
 
    “Say,” I looked around, “Didn’t Colt drop you off?” 
 
    “After landing on the roof and letting us out,” Kat said, “he took off in the Mustang.” 
 
    I growled deep in my throat.  “That’s my new prototype.  I need it back—undamaged.” 
 
    Josh looked thoughtful, swallowing to clear his throat.  “I was kinda taken back by the whole flying thing.” 
 
    “All cars don’t do that?” Bella asked. 
 
    “No.” I took out my phone and called Colt.  The connection didn’t go through.  He was ignoring me.  “There will be hell to pay…”  Waitresses brought an amazing assortment of dishes, scattering them across the table.  “...After lunch.” 
 
    Josh didn’t bother filling his empty plate; he pushed it aside, grabbed two platters of fresh, steaming food, and set them in front of him.  He’d selected a pork stir-fry with oyster sauce, garlic, onions, peas, and carrots.  And a plate of cabbage wrapped beef.  My sensitive nose was getting good at picking out ingredients in Vietnamese dishes.   
 
    Kat snagged the crispy pancakes with shrimp and pork.  I smelled coconut milk in the rice flour and a hint of mint almost lost in the fish sauce.   
 
    Bella and Selene filling plates by sampling from the remaining dishes.   
 
    Kieu—I blessed her mightily—handed me a plate with soy-glazed wings and ginger chicken.  “You have my eternal gratitude,” I muttered. 
 
    She didn’t bother eating.  Working here, and in-and-out of the kitchen a lot, I imagined she grazed as needed. 
 
    I was halfway through the ginger chicken when Colt returned my call.  I opened the connection on my phone.  “So, where’s my Mustang?” 
 
    “Outside the burning safe house.”  There was no excitement in his voice at all. 
 
    “That is wrong on many levels,” I said.  “How can it be safe if it’s on fire?  And why is my Mustang in such a dangerous spot?” 
 
    I couldn’t see it, but I was sure Colt was shrugging.  “I parked it there while I went in to save the new converts.” 
 
    “New converts?” I asked. 
 
    “Some of Kieu’s people, they’re infected, but they’ve not yet changed.  They were sitting ducks for Rasheed’s people.  It looks  like his people started the fire.” 
 
    “Who told you to get involved?  And who told you take my Mustang to deal with it?” 
 
    “That irresponsible child,” Selene mumbled. 
 
    “Mom told me,” Colt said. 
 
    Her face lit up with an opened-mouthed glower of indignation.  “He outed his own mother!”  
 
    Josh rolled his eyes.   
 
    Kat looked embarrassed by Selene’s failure as a caring mother.  “You outed yourself.  Both Josh and I were with you at the time.” 
 
    Selene sighed.  “I keep forgetting that lesser beings also have free will.  You weren’t supposed to notice.” 
 
    Kieu, slowed by shock until that moment, abruptly surged up from the table, kicking back her chair.  “My people have been attacked!” 
 
    “It’s been taken care of,” Selene said.  “The food is thanks enough.” 
 
    Kieu did not inspire belief in her leadership skills.  I wondered how long she’d been in charge of her clan.  She had the feel of someone new to power without wise counselors to guide her.   
 
    Well, good thing I’m here to lead by example. 
 
    “I’m coming through,” Colt said.  
 
    In my hand, my phone went dead.  I put it away.  The buzz around the room from customers commenting on us all and taking pictures had died down.  A red-copper glow in the middle of the open flooring reignited the stir.  Cameras came out as Colt’s portal opened: a disk at our location, but seen from inside, the portal was a tunnel of light.   
 
    Colt led a bunch of street kids out of the tunnel, into the restaurant.  There were seven teens: a few fifteen, most sixteen or seventeen.  As the last one came out, the portal collapsed and vanished into nothing. 
 
    A few of the human diners clapped lightly as if it had been a floor show arranged just for them. 
 
    Kieu ran over to the newcomers. 
 
    Josh stared at the kids.  “So young.  Too young to be facing death as a possibility of a turning going bad,” 
 
    I agreed though it wasn’t my call.  Those not born to shifter parents had a harder time giving up their humanity, going into their first beast change.  Many died in the attempt.  Some proved unable to control an inner beast once released.  These had to be put down.  Some new converts seemed to do well for a time, but eventually, the new beast consumed the human, and they were put down, too.   
 
    To simply convert kids off the street was asking for trouble.  It meant Kieu’s group numbers were too low for a functional clan and she’d been forced to desperate measures.  It also implied that overseas, they might have suffered recent deaths from foreign aggressors.  Which fit in with their seeking divine protection and relocating to this country. 
 
    Good thing they came to me; I don’t think Buddha would have kept them alive much longer.  The big slacker.  “Just go to Nirvana because nothing really matters.”  My ass! 
 
    The kids were hurried off to the kitchen, out of sight of the customers.  If the patrons came here to see the reality of the supernatural world, they were getting it.  And living to tell about it.  That was good for business and for integrating us into human society. 
 
    How bad can we be?  You ate our great food and survived. 
 
    Colt joined us at our table.  “The safe house is a write-off, but I got everyone out.” 
 
    “And my car?” I asked. 
 
    He shrugged.  “Probably at the fire.” 
 
    “You borrow something, you bring it back,” I said. 
 
    Colt’s eyes were red-copper coins of light as he glared at me with all the indignation a nine-year-old can muster.  “When did you ever live by that rule?” 
 
    “I’m a parent,” I said.  “It’s not about what I do, it’s about what I tell you to do.” 
 
    “You call that fair?” he complained. 
 
    I pointed at myself.  “Demon lord.  When did I ever say I was going to be fair?” 
 
    “You can go get your own darned car!” Colt said. 
 
    “Such language!” Selene pretended to be shocked. 
 
    Colt shot her a brief look of gratitude.  He’d just gained some street cred. 
 
    I shot Bella a look.  “Are you sure you want one of my kids?  This is how they turn out; totally ungrateful for all the neglect we heap upon them.” 
 
    Bella stared at my son.  There were stars in her eyes.  “He’s beautiful.” 
 
    My nine-year-old looked at her.  “In a manly way, of course.” 
 
    She smiled at him.  “Certainly.  If you ever get tired of your parents, you can come visit your Auntie Bella.” 
 
    Auntie Bella? 
 
    Colt looked a little confused, with a hint of fear mixed in.  His instincts were probably telling him to run and save himself.  The problem was; he didn’t know from what. 
 
    His phone pinged.  He answered.  “Hello?” 
 
    With my better-than-human hearing, I picked up the other side of the conversation.  It was Zahra’s loud whisper.  “Run while you can.  I’ve got the Mustang out front.  Unspeakable horror will befall you if you don’t do exactly what I say!” 
 
      Colt calmly put away his phone, turned away, and stepped into the belling mouth of a red-copper portal that slammed shut immediately behind him.  Just like that, he was gone. 
 
    “That wasn’t very friendly,” Bella said. 
 
    Kat and Josh exchanged silent looks that spoke volumes.  Like me, they had super-hearing and had to have recognized Zahra’s voice.  Kat stood at the table and addressed Josh with a voice loud enough to fill the area.  “I’m going into the kitchen to help with the kids.  Some of them might be traumatized from the fire.” 
 
    “Leave the big picture to me,” Josh said.  “This is definitely a situation I need to step into.  No shifter has the right to make war on children.”  He stood up, face like a mask of flint. 
 
    Bella rose, too.  She hurried around to join him.  She had to crane her neck painfully to meet his stare.  She resolved this issue by floating off her feet, hovering in the air.  “I’m going with you.  I’m new as a protector of a shifter clan.  Perhaps you can share some insights.” 
 
    “It’s back-up,” Selene told Josh.  “Even you shouldn’t go looking for trouble alone.  You might find more than you expect.” 
 
    Kat called back over her shoulder.  “Just remember my Josh is taken already.” 
 
    “Bella,” I called.  “Don’t forget Selene’s penciled you in for a mid-night orgy.  Don’t keep me waiting.” 
 
    She flashed me a smile.  “Yes, dear one.  I’ve been looking forward to it for ages.” 
 
    Selene slunk up to me, crimson eyes smoldering, a smile on her full lips.  She leaned into me and encircled my waist with her arms.  “Don’t completely wear yourself out.  I have a late morning appointment with your inner dragon for tail-wrapping, stratospheric-plummeting intercourse—while I’m still able to get it.” 
 
     “Don’t do anything to endanger our unborn child,” I said. 
 
    She kissed me.  “Of course not.  Try not to mind mercy-fucking that old purple hag, tonight.  I know you have to do these things to maintain our alliances, but there’s no need for it to get beyond a purely physical wallow in orgasmic fluids.” 
 
    I gave Selene my expression #134: Absolute Agreement Bordering on Mild Distaste.  “I can’t leave her hanging, but I’ll try not to enjoy it more than I have to.” 
 
    Which isn’t any sort of a promise. 
 
    She sighed and let go.  “Fine.  Just remember; your inner dragon can’t hide anything from me.” 
 
    Now there’s a scary thought.  And something I need to work on. Gods don’t need vulnerabilities.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    “When I drop my pants,  
 
    anything can happen.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I had the hotel send up a couple of Red Bull energy drinks, three bottles of champagne, and some chilled sushi.  After disposing of most of this, I took a long, hot shower and collapsed naked on the bed to chill.  I was way early for my coming orgy, determined to build my strength and to dream of fresh new obscenities to try out on my date.  Catnapping often brought fresh perspectives, letting me harvest alien dimensions of thought usually out of reach.  Eyes closed, breathing slow, the shadows of worlds whispered to me: a dark sea-song, restless and enigmatic.   
 
    I knew I’d be busy with Bella and later, Selene’s dragon form, my inner dragon unleashed to rut violently.  The broken bed had been replaced, and my legend as the insatiable demon lord was swiftly spreading throughout the hotel to guests and workers.  I’d yet to have some random hot chick grope me on the elevator, but there was hope. 
 
    Some of my guards from the Dragon World’s Black Dragon Clan had tracked me down, instilling themselves in my suite and out in the hallway, guarding the approaches to my room.   
 
    I fuzzed out, finding that halfway point where the eyes are closing, weirdness is closing in, but the conscious mind is still lingering.  My eyes closed.  I was almost out when a light touch on one of my cocks pulled me back from sleep’s abyss. 
 
    My eyes cracked open.  I one of the black-armored dragon-girls measuring private parts, counting both sets of balls.  I think she was new and hadn’t believed them about my peculiar anatomy.  She bestowed a reverent kiss on the head of both cocks and retreated; a believer now.   
 
    “Hey,” I said. 
 
    The guard turned back and returned to my bedside.  “Yes, my lord?” 
 
    “When a goddess named Bella Donna shows up, let her through.  She has permission to have her way with me.  And Lady Selene will  be by in the morning.” 
 
    “I will see that word is passed.” 
 
    “One more thing,” I said.  “You guys can order food from the hotel kitchen if you don’t wait too long.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord.” 
 
    I waved her off.  I was getting used to guards.  Female ones.  I had no use for any others.  It was a status thing both on Fairy and Around L. A.  Sadly, there was no danger they could actually save me from.  Being a god, I’d moved onto a new plateau.   
 
    Fortunately, I had the Flawless to fight or there’d be no real excitement on my horizon.  At least good sex never got old and the supply of hot, curvy, cock-hungry women who were easily enticed showed no sign of slacking. 
 
    My thoughts hazed, verging on sleep once more; I didn’t have to rely on counting copulating lemmings falling off a cliff.   
 
    My sheet was dragged away, rather violently, though I hadn’t heard anyone coming into my bedroom.   
 
    Bella’s early? 
 
    I heard a throaty female voice, but it didn’t sound like her: “That’s odd.  There weren’t two, last time I looked.” 
 
    Someone who knew me, who’d known me carnally back when I only had one cock?   
 
    I considered opening my eyes to see who it was, but that would  kill the surprise.  Besides, Selene couldn’t complain about me getting a little extra if it was forced upon me by some random intruder.   But how had she gotten in?  Magic-user? 
 
    I waited, expecting to quickly feel a slithery tongue and warm mouth engulf a stiffening length.  Instead, cold metal fingers curved over my face and I was lifted—painfully—off the bed.  My eyes snapped open with my breath cut off.  Only one eye was positioned for a view.  I saw a female in gold-scale, a cape that spilled like crimson blood, a battle helm on her head that exposed only her full lips, daubed with crimson lipstick.   
 
    Is this were some role-playing game Selene is trying out? 
 
     No, the size of her armor-clad tits was a little small.  And this woman stood a few inches taller than Selene.  And the voice hadn’t been right; a low, lilting song that tugged at my memories. 
 
    I grabbed the wrist of the hand dangling me by my face and willed myself to float upward against the pressure.  I popped her hand loose.  “Do you want to tell me what the flaming fuck you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “I have come for you.” 
 
    “I assumed as much.  Why don’t you peel off the armor and I’ll see if you’re pretty enough to fuck for a few hours, or if I just need to cream in your ass before throwing you out?” 
 
    “Do you kiss your mother with that mouth?” 
 
    It felt like she’d reached inside my chest and had just squeezed my heart into a cold, hard, frozen ball.  I grimaced.  “Fuck you!” 
 
    I opened a thumb-sized portal between us, allowing the writhing, savage currents of my inner darkness to explode into the room, ripping the edges of the portal, forcing it wider.  Blackness filled the room.  I heard furniture breaking and walls cracking.  The sound of shattering glass announced that the windows were gone.  The shadow-mass of my private universe would be fanning out of the building, drawing attention. 
 
    A light came—something as solid as the shadow armor I covered myself with.  The harsh glare ate into my darkness, thinning it to ordinary shadow.  In that gloom, I saw my attacker in shades of gray.  Her eyes were white stars, bereft of humanity.  Her lips had writhed back from bared teeth.  There was a bestial quality to her beauty as if some inner shifter were trying to surface.   
 
    “That’s all you have?” she asked.  “Sad.” 
 
    Golden vanes, like wide swords, bristled from my back: my god-form arriving.  Wrist-thick coils of lightning played over my limbs.  As they morphed into dragon claws, I shoved both hands forward, my shadow-armor changing shape to accommodate the shifts. Black-lightning jags danced across my fingers as I drove them into her body.  She laughed.  It wasn’t a pleasant sound, but it didn’t seem like she was hurting either. 
 
    What the fuck!  She’s tough.  And a goddess.  Has to be. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” I gritted out. 
 
    “You have to earn your answers from here on out, and that will not be easy.” 
 
    As if she’d been holding back, testing my strength, she flamed out, a blast of white incandescence around a pale gold image of herself. My darkness was smashed away—all at once.   
 
    I heard my guards yelling my name, not able to come closer and intervene.  Any closer and I knew they’d die.  This was not a stable  continuum anymore than my own private universe.  I’d have taken the battle there, but I’d be fighting it and her.   
 
    She was trouble enough.   
 
    A broadsword of white light formed in her grasp.  She stabbed at me.  I created a shadow blade of my own to intercept it.  Gray shimmers formed where the swords touched.  As I guided her tip away, I weakened the center of my blade, making it intangible enough to slip inside her guard.  The center of my sword hardened again.  Its edge sawed across her right shoulder guard. 
 
    The metal held up, not a scratch, which further pissed me off.  I bore down with my full dragon-born strength.  She grunted, gave a bit, then rose under my sword, undaunted.   
 
    Who—in the multiverse—is this? 
 
    Her sword slashed diagonally upward as she turned, spinning ever faster so blow after blow staggered me through the gray haze that roiled between us.  And then we were through a wall, falling into space. 
 
    With a thought, I caught myself, stopping midair. 
 
    Evening held the city.  Cars choked the streets.  Streetlights burned.  Building windows were lit or dark irregularly.  A cold wind swirled past.  My opponent fell several stories, toward the distant sidewalk, white flames fluttering around her.  Those flames stiffened and became plasmatic wings that fanned out as she turned her fall into a downward glide, pulling up to arc back toward me.  
 
    Her style and competency spoke of years of hard training.  Wherever she came from, they were tough-assed spawns-of-bitches.  Great.  I smiled. 
 
    Not done yet?  Well, neither am I.  I haven’t had a good fight since turning god.  Things are too easy.  I’m actually glad to be attacked by someone competent. 
 
    I waited for my anonymous enemy.  Her wings of white fire beat the air into a furnace-frenzy.  She screamed, teeth bared in savage joy, as her sword slashed upward at my privates.   
 
    I spun away, not wanting to see if I’d feel her blade through the armor of my crotch.  If she thought she was intimidating—she was.  And I loved it. 
 
    I punched the air toward her face and pumped a load of black-edged golden lightning at her fierce grin.   
 
    “Eat that, bitch!” I yelled. 
 
    She opened her mouth as if to swallow my godly power, but a song of white light emerged as if she were regurgitating a swallowed star. 
 
    Double fuck! 
 
    My energy hit the wash of her power and formed a shell that held a moment, then shredded.  I was slammed away.  Concussive blasts followed me as she pursued.  I took increasing damage to my armor.  I slipped what I could, but her bright energy battered without mercy, hitting harder as she neared.   
 
    Damn.  She’s good.  But if she’s this good, I ought to know who she is; I’d have heard of her.  Which is probably why she won’t tell me her name.  She’s holding on to every advantage, the tight-fisted bitch! 
 
    This was getting as brutal as the tides I’d recently endured in my shadow pocket.  Shrugged off the assault, I split my dark blade in two, a sword for each hand.  Not a lot of people who train to use one sword are good with two.  She matched me in power.  We’d see if she matched me in skill. 
 
    I used Eastern swordsmanship; a double-katana style used a thousand years old.  Alternating slashes off of her helmet and sword, I attacked, occasionally teasing her with openings to draw  strikes that carried her defense off-line, giving me even more of a window past her crumbling guard. 
 
    She dropped back, using gravity to open up some distance before soaring back in.  It was a smart move.   
 
    But I was smarter, shifting into Chinese Gung-Fu for a more fluid and deceptive probe of her intentions.  As my katanas reformed into tai-chi dragon swords, I let them sizzle with golden lightning from my dragon heritage.  Her light-armor smudged, burnt, cracking, slivers twinkling away. 
 
    I grinned a false contempt at her skills.  “That all you’ve got, bitch?”                                   
 
    “Heavens, no.”  Releasing one hand from the hilt of her sword, she doubled her speed, backfisted me across the face, rocking my head so I tasted the sweet iron of blood.  The world spun.   
 
    No, wait, that’s me.  Fuck.  Why do I always poke the bear? 
 
     She said, “You are a problem I should have addressed years ago.  You’ve grown twisted and have embraced evil for its own sake.  All that you are is a scream of wrongness that needs mending.  Well, that’s what I’m here for.  Let us see if you survive.” 
 
    I accessed my god-speed, actually pushing for a little more, ramming my sword toward her face.  Our blades met; my power made solid pressing into her condensed fire-storm.   Hovering in the night air, we both crowded in behind our weapons, pouring our divine intent into what we’d formed.  Raw power to raw power wasn’t the usual way I fought. 
 
    Perhaps, I should have been honing this aspect of myself  all this time instead of fucking around so much.  But then, I wouldn’t be me. 
 
    The dense, black shadow of my sword popped with multiple cracks, then shattered.  I bent over backward, clapping her incandescent sword with my shadow-armor gauntlets. 
 
    Okay, no perhaps about it. 
 
    Beams of white light fanned between my fingers, shooting right and left.  Despite the insulation of my shadow, my fingers were burning.  Within my armor, there was little room around my body—cut off from my seething universe of darkness.  I’d used a bit of that reservoir earlier with a micro-portal.  It had shredded, but had been effective while it lasted.  I formed a half-dozen micro-portals, letting them spew pin-hole streams of high-pressure shadow magic. 
 
    She grunted, slammed up close by the streams.  Little holes spotted her armor.  Her white fire filled in those spots.  “Well done,” she admitted.  “You’re slightly competent.” 
 
    My micro-portals tore apart, latched onto each other, and I was suddenly stuck in the maw of a major-sized portal leading into my private universe.  Darkness hammered me backward, not letting me inside.  I flipped over and flew back against her hell-stream. 
 
    My opponent somehow wrenched the fabric of reality, closing the black wound.  “I spoke too soon.” 
 
    Show off.  I could have done that.  Eventually.  Maybe. 
 
    By then we were both slamming sideways with way too much inertia.  I turned to see where I was going and crashed face-first into a giant Yahoo! billboard atop a building.  Some instinctive response took over and I ghosted through it as a pure shadow, passing to the opposite side. 
 
    Why didn’t I do this earlier? 
 
    As pure shadow, intangible mass, I blew myself up in volume until I dwarfed the sign, staring down at a very surprised goddess who was wasting a lot of power incinerating the barrier between us.  I through the mother of all hey-makers, a massive fist curving in toward her entire body. 
 
    She redirected her  power at my attack, but my arm was as incorporeal as the rest of me.  I wouldn’t let my massive fist be solid—until I slammed it into her.  Her wash of white energy blinded me a moment. 
 
    I ducked aside, still driving my fist in.  She danced midair, flowing aside, nearly escaping, but I clipped her side.  She whirled faster with the impact, driven into another building.  Broken wall and window glass rained down toward the sidewalk. 
 
    Collapsing my size, but staying immaterial, I dove after her, knowing the moment I stopped pressing an advantage, she’d have the momentum again. 
 
    I rushed into the gape she’d made, and caught a blast of vibration.  She was singing again—a song of power that couldn’t touch me, but whipped the air into a tortured frenzy. 
 
    And then she was launching herself bodily, by divine will, ripping into the wind-storm she’d created.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWELVE 
 
      
 
    “And here I thought being a god 
 
     would end all my problems.” 
 
      
 
                                   —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    “You are too dangerous for this reality.  You need a time out,” she said. 
 
    “You think you can do that?” I asked.   
 
    A puzzled look passed over her face.   
 
    Oh, yeah, intangible vocal cords can’t manipulate air. She couldn’t hear me. 
 
    She didn’t answer, but she did glower.  And that awful—I know more than you do—smile returned to fuck with my head.   
 
    Her white radiance beamed around us, a pearlescent cloud, whirling like a vortex, cold as my heart.  An osculation went through me, an attack on the quantum level.  My shadow armor melted off me, thinning to nothing like a portal being dismissed.  But not by me.   
 
    I pulled my natural golden dragon magic into my hands, jutting them out.  
 
    No golden lightning crackled and leaped.   
 
    What the fuck! 
 
    “I don’t give children matches to play with,” she said. 
 
    “I’m getting sick of you.  Don’t you have any kids at home that you can beat?  I bet you’re a horrible mother.” 
 
    There was a moment of stillness.  The kind of moment you feel just before the eye of a storm passes and you’re thrust into a savage battle for survival. 
 
    When will I learn to just shut the fuck up when things are going badly? 
 
    A new vibration knifed into me from all sides as her divine will rewrote my quantum signature, phasing me into some nameless hell-storm of altered space. I heard my scream in my head as unknown laws of physics made basic changes one way, then another.  I lost my shadow form, becoming solid.  Every bit of living tissue felt the stinging burn of acid.  Then I was stone, dense as a burnt out sun, then shadow again. 
 
    I tried to take control of the journey, twisting space to be someplace else, but that power no longer answered me.   
 
    Realities flipped past us.  She hauled us both  somewhere that had alien geometries and yet another set of arbitrary laws.  New rules competed from moment to moment to govern my powers.  I was just a frog in a blender, waiting for the ride to stop. 
 
    Somehow, her soft words cut through my howls: “Okay, the hard way it is.” 
 
    Oh, fuck me blind!  What has this been up ‘til now? 
 
    Her white fire wrapped me in searing wings.  Her arms encircled me, not unlike a sadistic lover’s.  For na moment, I flashed to Ammarellis.  That reminded me of all the fucking I had to lose.   
 
    No, it can’t end here.   
 
    Lightning and shadow had failed me.  I needed to find a new way to fight.  And all I had left was the aura of a god.   
 
    So be it.  You play the cards you’re dealt. 
 
    Countless hell-dimensions and disjointed spaces blurred past us.  It seemed to me that the nameless bitch that had me used what online-gammers called clerical energy to bless herself as a form of immunity to the strobing chaos, and still had full access to her power. 
 
    Hell of a trick. 
 
    I closed my eyes and formed a universe inside of me of pure thought, holding onto my godhood as an undeniable fact of every reality.  If I could convince myself, it just might become true. 
 
    I began to hear the warble of the vortex that had us.  That sound was in me.  I willed it out, knowing silence would deliver me. 
 
    The warble became a screech like train wheels locking up, breaking on the tracks.  I decided the scream of space would get worse before it got better.  I accepted that one primal scream, letting it drive out all the others.  And then I realized; I was hearing the god-voice of her nature, her divine quantum song.  She was a goddess of creation.  Light in the darkness.  The mother aspect of chaos. 
 
    I opened my eyes, a shocked whisper escaping: “I feel your soul.” 
 
    Her face turned startled, that part of it I could see under her battle helm.  She snarled.  “Get out of me!” 
 
    “First time a woman ever said that to me,” I said. 
 
    She cuffed the side of my head with a gauntlet.  My thoughts rocked and dissipated, but that helped me hold onto thoughtlessness. 
 
    I am all I need to be.  Believe.  Believe.  Don’t think.  That only slows you down. 
 
    It seemed that something I was doing slowed the vortex; the scream thickened with contrasting notes from realities that took longer to pass us along. 
 
    “Stop that!” she demanded. 
 
    I gave her a bloody grin.  As if. 
 
    My grin died.  Ancient memories stirred.  I’d known her before—not this warrior incarnation.  She’d been warm, soft.  Her arms had held me.  Her lips had touched my face.  She’d been my entire world—once.  The only person I’d ever trusted.  I clawed deeper inside for fragments of memory.  They were such lost, weak things.   
 
    Or was I so lost? 
 
    The pieces resisted me.  But I knew I was on the edge of a great truth.  I stared into her eyes.  “I knew you, once...” 
 
    “This is not the time for the weaknesses of the past.”  Her gauntlet, with those freaky talon-tips, latched onto my face, squeezing.  “I forbid you to remember!” 
 
    I felt my heart seize up as I made an intuitive leap: “Mother?” 
 
    She didn’t deny it.   
 
    Bottomless fury boiled up in me, a taste of burning copper in my mouth.  “Go piss me a river of blood, bitch!”  My words were, of course, muffled, but she got the gist of it. 
 
    Her grip tightened.  I felt my cheekbones fracturing.  Her claw tips dug in, drawing trickles of blood.  I gripped her wrist, trying to free myself, wondering how anyone could be so strong.   
 
    “Forget,” she whispered.  And my mind bent, wilting in a godly power beyond all I’d ever suspected could exist. 
 
    Inner darkness closed in; not one I could command.  This was more like death.  Not the darkness of dream dimensions I’d tasted on Fairy, in the Courts of Dreams.  That would have brought healing relief.  I needed Fairy’s magic.  There, this rabid bitch couldn’t do this to me.  On Fairy, pure magic flowed through me like lightning strikes, making me infinitely powerful.   
 
    There, I’d win.  But there was no way to get there. 
 
    My quantum state was stabilizing but still ignoring me, and there was no way I was going to beg for my life or ask for mercy, no matter how outclassed.  That thought dissolved, along with all others I tried to form.   
 
    And then my body slamming into a mountain.   
 
    It hurt. 
 
    The mountain probably felt it, too.  It crumbled under me, around me.  I sank into rubble.  Buried alive.  Thoughts soapy, hurting over every inch of exposed flesh, I finally had a reprieve from her inescapable brilliance.  Alone, I sank ever deeper, hearing a whisper of grit around me like I’d been encased in an hourglass and immersed in sand.   
 
    The pain was last to bleed away, dragging my innards out along with my consciousness to who-the-hell cares. 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    I came awake from a dream I was Santa, falling down a chimney, only it was no dream.  I grabbed at a passing protrusion of rock and slowed myself, but the rock was ripped loose and fell with me.  My back was swung violently into a protrusion, and then I was in free fall again.   
 
    I reached for my inner dragon, needing his wings: Come on, lizard-lips where are you?  Dragon...? 
 
    No answer. 
 
    Seriously?  What the hell?  Wake the fuck up.  If I have ta suffer through this, so do you. 
 
    I dropped out of the shaft, into a dark cavern somewhere, with a lot of distance still to go. 
 
    Oh, fuck!  I’m a god.  This is so far below my dignity. 
 
    I thought of the bitch who’d brought me here.  She crippled me somehow.  Hard as I reached for my shadow magic and my god-form, they wouldn’t come.  My power was gone and pain piled on top of pain, with more coming on fast. 
 
    Nearly down, I felt black winds howling out of me from my private universe.  A hand, then an arm of shadow reached out of my chest where a shadow portal had opened.  The hand seized my throat.  My brother’s ugly face emerged from my chest, a hate-spawned grimace there.  His other hand emerged and also shot to my throat. 
 
    Not—the fuck—now! 
 
    I concentrated on whipping my legs, turning us, so he was underneath to break my fall.  I slammed to a stop, breath jolted out of me, shock waves of agony tumbling through me.  Stunned, I lay face down, eyes closed.   
 
    Eventually, I was shoved to the side. 
 
    I flew, hit, rolled, and came to a stop with my eyes open, a groan in my throat like a tired roar. 
 
    My half-brother Abel climbed up on trembling legs.  Somehow, he was more functional than me.   
 
    He must have been feeding all this time on the dark energy I’d taken from Bella Donna’s hell-dimension. 
 
    The portal in my chest was still open, pouring out black wind-shadows.  Darkness crowded out what light there was, but I had time to see my zombie-brother twisting in transformation, pulling those dark winds to himself.  His skin reddened, muscles twisting.  Big, curly horns erupting from his head.  Forehead plating grew in.  He screamed as fundamental changes made him over into some kind of hell-spawn.  Then the darkness blotted away all thought. 
 
      
 
    An eternity later, feeling like just a withered husk of my usual self, I awoke coughing dust, my throat painfully raw.  My chest hurt from coughing while asleep.  But the portal had closed.  And I had sand, grit, dust—whatever—powdered over me and filling my butt crack.   It seemed I’d rolled in the powdery dirt in my sleep.  I’d certainly been moved.  Here, was a kind of watery-blue radiance hanging above me, playing over a rough, curved dome of rock.  I’d been left in a subterranean womb of some kind for a time-out.   
 
    The ceiling had meandering lines of refracted light mixed into its glow.  They danced and shimmered, a promise of water that stirred my thirst to greater intensity.  It hurt to move.  My muscles felt bruised, torn, strained, a feeling usually reserved for the aftermath of good sex.  I ached deep in my bones. 
 
    Clawing through powder, dragging myself along over sterile dunes, I followed the sound of condensation falling off the cavern roof.  Droplets splashed in a slow, lazy rain.   
 
    I tried to guess just how long a transition I’d endured and how far across the multiverse I’d come.  That didn’t succeed in distracting me from my situation.  Getting out of here was going to be on me.  I couldn’t wait years for someone from home to stumble over me.  Earth and Fairy needed me to build their defenses against the Flawless.  I didn’t have time to be kidnapped! 
 
    Slithering weakly along, I thought about that word and decided it lacked accuracy.  I wasn’t a kid, except in a satyrical sense as in  a man-whore.  As a satyr, I was legendary.  Here, the legend was lost, as left behind as my hopes and dark, bloody dreams.   
 
    Perhaps god-swiped is right. 
 
    I needed to find someone here who could answer a few questions.  Someone other than the goddess who’d kicked my ass.  Yes, I had to admit it.  I’d gone into battle twice as cocky as reasonable: not a mistake I was proud of.  Arrogance had snuck up on me without my realizing it.  No, who am I kidding.  I’d embraced it. 
 
    I slipped over a crest and slid down a bank, raising a puffy chalk cloud around my body.  God’s are supposed to fly.  Not crawl.   
 
    But there was no feeling of power inside; of either dragon magic or shadow magic.  I was trying not to panic about whether I’d lost my godhood completely. I prayed to myself: Let this be a temporary slump.   
 
    My slide left me on a rock lip, looking out across a pool of crystal-clear water.  The bottom seemed close, but that could be an illusion caused by the liquid’s purity.  I wasn’t going to assume that this was water, though it lacked scent; not even a hint limestone.  There were hell-dimensions where you might find similar pools and—thrusting in a hand to cup water—would pull back an acid-eaten stump. 
 
    Not the time to get careless. 
 
    A glassy shadow moved in the pool, something partially translucent.  That didn’t reassure me; some hell-beasts swam in acid and could suck your soul out through your eyeballs if you got too close.  There were worlds where aquatic ninja burbled to the surface of ponds, or where you were pulled in by piranha-vines.  On Fairy, there where gelatinous slimes that pretended to be puddles until you were close enough to sexually assault with tentacles.  
 
    I shoved back from the edge, getting some distance, and scooped up a palm-load of powder.  In situations like these, you go with whatever weapons are at hand.  A broken length of petrified root or some long-lost sword gripped by skeletal fingers didn’t present themselves.   
 
    I don’t much care for how this reality is being run. 
 
    I didn’t know how to safely test the water.  I wasn’t going to dip in a little toe to see if it would fall off.  Normally, my dragon physiology could regenerate such an injury but my quantum signature was different.  I might be different in other ways; adapted to my new home. 
 
    I wished I had a name to curse.  Why had that goddess sought me out?  There I’d been, sleeping in my bed, minding my own business, waiting for an upcoming orgy or two—when she’d broken in.  Perhaps, blowing up the fools at the A-twitter Building had drawn the wrong kind of attention.  Or she’d been sent by some unknown enemy.  I didn’t want to think the Flawless had arranged this to sideline me.  If they had people like her on their team, our struggle had just become infinitely harder. 
 
    I doubted it, actually.  If she were an agent of the Flawless, they wouldn’t risk leaving me alive; I’m the main pivot-point of all future timelines. 
 
    The water grew more agitated, thickening with more of those glassy lengths of semi-shadow.  I was developing a mental image of fresh-water barracudas with the same transparency as some European eels, baby squid, and ghost shrimp on Earth. 
 
    I saw several translucent fish jump from the water as if wanting a good look around.  At first, it was one or two at a time, then a frenzy set in.  The surface roiled.  The swimmers synchronized and visually merged, creating the illusion of long writhing tentacles: like the blades of a push-mower.  The bands came at me, sweeping toward the bank. 
 
    Not good.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    “People complain about a snake in 
 
     Paradise, but I have to be somewhere.” 
 
      
 
                                     —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Backing up the bank on hand and knees, I concentrated on growing out my dragon wings and hand claws.  Surely, my basic biology hadn’t been compromised so far as to steal half my heritage. 
 
    I hadn’t gotten far; up the bank or into a physical change when the raised hump of translucence—part of a sunken spiral—hit the stone lip.  The lengths turned at a right angle to attack.  I saw little round faces with sucker lips, each fish with four red-bead eyes like inset rubies.  Their stomachs filled with pale blue light, turning them ghostly, and I saw transparent fins fluttering like wings to keep them aloft. 
 
    Great.  Flying demon-eels with attitude.   
 
    I flung the handful of powder I held.  It hit the fish and they exploded.  I was thrown backward.  Splatters of wet fish guts hit the powder coating my body.  Those fragments exploded as well.  It felt like taking a barrage of explosive-tipped rounds, just without the benefit of a Kevlar vest. 
 
    Fuck!  Fuck!  Fuck!  Fuck!  Fuck! 
 
    My torso was pitted with blackened holes.  The rest of the powder I wore burn off in an instant flame that left every nerve screaming but seemed to cauterize my wounds.  I slumped as the powdery slope caught fire next and burned away to reveal bare rock.  I had endured a lot of pain in my life, at one time trading it for magic before learning to create my tatts out of shadow as needed.  This was just an annoyance that pulled a growl of discontent from my raw throat.  
 
    Yellow smoke filled the air and I could see more of the powder igniting up over the rise.  The air smelled and tasted of burned almonds; the smell of hydrogen cyanide, a lethal poison to humans.  Whatever else I was, I wasn’t human enough to die from it.  
 
    Just something else to piss me off. 
 
    It did confirm this was not a place where life came easily. 
 
    Groaning, I sat up and crossed my legs.   
 
    Well, that was fun.  I wonder what torture’s next.  Maybe I’ll just sit here until I get desperate enough to sample the stuff that looks like water.  I’ve never blown my lips off before, but there’s a first time for everything. 
 
    The yellow haze slowly cleared, showing that air was circulating beyond my lovely prison cell.  I wondered if I should go and look for a way out, or just take a nap and heal up.  I fell backward and stared at the cavern ceiling.  Over the water, a pale, cream-colored fuzz grew on the stone, shedding light that would have been dim for a human’s use.  Crawling in that fuzz, I saw spidery shapes that gathered around dangling garnet roses, eating the petals. 
 
    The spiders and flowers might be edible. But a lot of good they’re doing me up there.  Psychological torture.  Next thing you know, fat, ugly women will show up feather dancing, offering me sex. 
 
    I shuddered at the horror. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, I got tired of sitting there, savoring my pain as the only distraction.  I climbed to my feet and trudged up the bank.  I  hadn’t searched this place thoroughly.  For all I knew, a hole might be around here that could take me elsewhere.   
 
    Not back into the arms of that bitch, though.  I can’t match her.  Not yet.  Maybe in a few decades, if I get desperate enough to apply myself.    
 
    The best plan seemed to be to get out, stay alive, and wait for Selene to find me.  Or Lilja.  She’d known I was in trouble after swallowing Tartarus.  She’d pulled me out of that mess.   
 
    Sometimes, lightning does strike twice. 
 
    I needed to crawl off and hide.  The maniac that had brought me here could return at any moment.  Oddly, I’d once known what half of her face looked like, but now, the memory seemed blasted loose from my head.  I felt like I’d learned something really important from her, too.  
 
    Whatever.  If I don’t think of it, maybe it will limp back into my head on its own. 
 
    Cresting the back, I continued, walking past the spot where I’d awakened.  Mine were the only footprints to, or from, that spot.  It looked like I’d just fallen here from the sky.  I stopped and looked up at the cavern roof.  There was a dark patch that might be a tunnel.  And no way up to it. 
 
    That’s a buzz-kill. 
 
    I walked on, bare feet squishing the powdery dirt as I went.  There were stretches of openness, pillars of shadowed rock, and cavern walls that rippled off into the darkness.  It seemed to me that the underground topography was subtly changing every time I looked away—a bit like Fairy in that regard. 
 
    I kept going, sniffing for the slightest hint of fresh air.  There had to be another way from here besides the roof tunnel or the lethal pond.   
 
    If I could still bond to shadows, I’d know.  Of all the times to be without a magic talisman...  Maybe I can make one.   
 
    And if wishes were shovels, I could dig my way out.   
 
    I moved along a wall of rock and stopped when I realized it was looking at me.  I turned toward a pair of yellow-crystal eyes deep-set in the stone.  Shadows in their cores moved like irises to follow my motions.  There was a protrusion like a rough-hewn nose and under that, a mouth-like slash. 
 
    I turned to face the image.  “What do you have to say?”  
 
    The mouth opened, revealing a pocket lined with prisms.  They glowed on their own: violets, orange, and deep green, with many muted half-tones in between.  The face answered: a shimmering thrum that spilled out.  It was irritating but compared to my kidnapper’s primal song, nothing I couldn’t walk away from. 
 
    I turned and stopped.  Mounds of dirt piled up as if graves were giving up their dead.  Soon, the mounds were human-shaped but featureless: more like golems than zombies.  They blocked my way.  I angled aside.   The mound people didn’t so much walk as slide on their bases to block my way. 
 
    “Do we have to do this?” I asked.  “I’ve had a long day.” 
 
    Some of the dirt sloughed off their faces, revealing gaping, toothless mouths.  More thrums emerged, each with different pitches.   
 
    Damn, a chorus. 
 
    I sighed, realizing I needed to call up my reserves and deal with this, or they’d drown me in dirt and never shut up.  Worse, I’d probably go crazy and wind up singing right along with them.   
 
    Wait.  The big face in the rock is probably controlling them.  I probably only need to shut it up. 
 
    I grabbed the closest mound-man and slammed him into the maw of the wall where he exploded to dust amid the glowing crystals.   I kept them going in, focusing through fatigue and the pain of my wounds.  The last few put up more of a fight, crumbling in my hands so I was left tossing chunks.  Last to go, a disembodied head tried to snap off my fingers.  I punted it in, relishing the small adrenaline rush that brought a taste of comfort. 
 
    Choking on his creations, the rock face scowled and chomped its mouth shut.  For a moment, I thought I recognized the image, but nothing floated up from memory. 
 
    Wandering on, I saw a granite fin break the surface of dust.  It came straight at me. 
 
    Fuck.  Don’t tell me.  Land-shark? 
 
    I leaped aside.  The rest of the beast surfaced, lunging into the air, a primitive, shark-like sculpture with too many rows of jagged teeth.  It took a big bite out of the air where I’d been.  The teeth slammed like a jail cell door, a rolling metallic sound.  And then it was swallowed up by the dirt again.  
 
    And suddenly, being left alive down here isn’t a mercy.  At least there’s only one shark. 
 
    As soon as I thought that, I wanted to kick myself.  I knew better than to tempt fate that way.  Sure enough, I spotted three stone fins coming for me in a Vee formation. 
 
    Now, I’m pissed. 
 
    They surfaced several feet away without slowing.  Beady little eyes shone bright yellow.  Their mouths gaped, deathtraps ready to chomp me into swallow-sized chunks.   
 
    I moved aside so, swerving, two of them collided when veering for me.  One land-shark dawdled while the two closer ones slammed heads, loudly scraping off fragments of stone.  Side by side mouths lunged within reach. 
 
    I jumped as hard as I could.  They pulled their bellies up, following.  My arc took me over their top lips.  I did a momentary handstand on them, tucking heels to thigh for a little spin.  The cavern seemed to flip but it was me.  And then I caught a back fin and swung in behind it, catching a ride.  The rough stone skin was brutal, but the skin of my thighs was tougher than human.  I got off with only a few deep scratches as I held on, gripping the fin with both hands.  I took a huge breath. 
 
    As I’d half-expected, the shark dove into the dirt, taking me along on a blind journey.  I wanted to discourage this behavior, so I freed on hand, curled it into a fist, and drove it into the shark’s back.  The dirt flowing over us softened the blow, rendering it pointless.  I grabbed the fin with both hands again, braced myself, and wrenched until it seemed like I as going to rip several of my muscles in the effort. 
 
    The fin fractured, half of it coming off in my hands.  I used the shard I held as a shovel-blade, digging into the back of the beast.  It thrashed wildly and surfaced, wiggling while airborne.  We parted ways there.  It dove and swam off through the dirt, in a panic to escape. 
 
    Thickly covered in dust, I crashed on the ground.  It stayed solid for me.  As the shark vanished, so did an odd vibration in my bones.  The sharks had been singing too, just on a subsonic level I could only feel.  I picked myself up, looking for the next attacker.  There were none.   
 
    Oddly, I staggered, off-balance.  The inside of my ears itched.  I used my fingers to dig out what I could.  The dust I couldn’t reach seemed to warm with my body heat, putting out a thin, phantom moan.  
 
    Does every fucking thing in this reality sing a jaunty tune?  I’m thoroughly growing to hate this place. 
 
    I shook my head hard and staggered on, not sure where the shark had taken me.  As far as I could tell, there was just dirt, pillars, glowing patches of lichen on the cavern ceiling, and the sound of flowing water.  I followed the sound around a slanting drop and came to the area where the exploding eels had gotten me once before. 
 
    Just one big, stupid loop. 
 
    I sighed deeply.  And went rigidly still, hearing human voices approaching.  “He ought to be here somewhere.  This close to Prime, his powers should be swamped and suppressed.  He can’t have opened a portal.” 
 
    “Maybe he fooled around and got himself killed.” 
 
    Neither of the voices sounded like that of the bitch who’d trapped me here.  And they were speaking English.  They sounded young, a male and female.  I listened to footfalls over the bank.  They weren’t getting closer, just passing in the distance. 
 
    If they got in, I can get out.  Unless they came by portal.  And what the hell is this qqqqqqqqqqqqPrime?  A time or place? 
 
    “Just use a divination glyph to find him,” the male said. 
 
    Burnt, battered, naked, dusty as hell; I wasn’t going to make a good first impression.  Fuck it all!  I forced myself to stand and waver on my feet, barely balancing, and called out.  “Over here by the Pool of Doom.” 
 
    The female said, “Come on!”   
 
    I heard soft footfalls and turned to look up the bank where my visitors would soon appear.  The reached the edge and stopped, staring down at me.  They wore armor, weapons, and helms.  The exaggerated shoulder pads were painted gold.  Torsos were black and glossy as beetle shells.  One of the two strangers was a female with molded breasts on her chest plate.   Loincloths of stiffened, golden leather covered their privates.  The same golden leather formed belts and sheathes for short swords and daggers.  Spilling down from the back of her helmet, the girl had a cascade of spun-gold hair that covered her back like a half-cape. 
 
    Taking in my injuries—or maybe my twin cocks—the girl gasped in surprise. 
 
    The male sneered.  “Someone should put him out of his misery, but frankly, I don’t care.” 
 
    “That’s just being mean,” she said.  “He didn’t ask for any of this abuse.” 
 
    “That’s a matter of opinion,” her companion said.  “Shake a fist at the gods long enough, they’re going to stomp you flat.  Whump!”  He demonstrated with one foot. 
 
    “I’m still standing,” I said.  “But thank you for being an asshole.  Now I know what to expect: tons of shit.” 
 
    The male looked at the girl.  “Let’s just walk away and pretend we couldn’t find him.” 
 
    “No.  This is a job that needs doing and I’m not a slacker.” 
 
    Just a warrior goddess who collects stray outlanders?   
 
    Her lower face and voice were beautiful.  She sounded young, stood about five and a half feet, and fit into a slimming suit of armor that I wouldn’t mind peeling her out of—if I had the strength for it.  They were here for me, so, being an idiot by nature, I decided to play hard to get.   
 
    “If you’re done poking the bear, why don’t you run along.”   
 
    “I am not a bear-poker,” the girl said.   
 
    “And you’re hardly a bear.  Though certainly bare enough.  Where’s your clothes, perv?” the guy asked, one hand on the hilt of his sword, his other hand touching his dagger.  He was either insecure or liked posing.  Probably both.   
 
    This is someone who needs killing. 
 
    Something buried in my mind stirred a bit.  Hadn’t I met him— both of them—somewhere before?  
 
    A woman’s voice whispered in the back of my head: Forget...forget... 
 
    The memory wouldn’t surface.  I was in too much pain to  focus. 
 
    The guy pointed at his feet.  “Crawl up here and show some gratitude, and we’ll rescue your sorry ass.” 
 
    The girl turned and smacked his arm with the back of an iron gauntlet.  There was a clang.  “Why are you provoking him?  That’s not helping.” 
 
    “Nothing’s going to help.  This gene-slag is all we have to work with.” 
 
    She growled his name: “Gerrrrard!  Stop, now.  I’m really getting quite wroth with you.” 
 
    “Look,” he said, “there are people we need to give up on from the very first moment.  He’s one.  Sooner or later, he’ll bite the hand that feeds him.  You know I’m right.  Just because the multiverse chose him to save it, doesn’t mean we have to go along with it.” 
 
    “Why are you even here?” she asked. 
 
    “Because you’re my sister.” 
 
    “Then you ought to understand…” 
 
    “Quiet, something’s coming.”  They fell quiet, tensely listening.   
 
    For what?  Something to make things even worse? 
 
    I found myself looking around, listening.  There was a crack followed by the sound of tumbling stones; big ones.  This was followed by scrapping, like a shovel grazing rock.  A louder tumble of boulders followed from somewhere out of sight.  Mixed in was a loud, rumbly engine sound. 
 
    “We took too long,” Gerard said.  “The hunters are here.”
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    “What hunters,” I asked. 
 
    “Hold them off,” she said.  I just need a few moments.” 
 
    “Fine.”  The male walked away. 
 
    The girl came down the bank, raised arms out to her sides for balance.  She ran the last yard and slid to a stop next to me.  “Swear fealty to me.  The only way I can fight for you is to have a legitimate claim.” 
 
    “Swear to you as what?” 
 
    “Your goddess.  Then I have a claim to your soul and the others can’t drink it dry.” 
 
    “This is a hustle.” 
 
    “It’s how things work in this dimension.  If it makes you happy, put in an escape clause so you can cancel the oath later.”  Hands on my shoulders she used urgent strength, shoving me down to my knees. 
 
    Hmm.  God-level strength. 
 
    A lot had been taken from me, but I still had a lifetime of instincts that told me to trust her—for now. “I Caine Deathwalker, swear loyalty to you, my goddess, until such a time as I chose to walk away.”  
 
    Except for the trill in my ears from the dust, a moment of silence followed.  It was strange not to hear the mission bells of Fairy accompany my given word.  This was further proof that I’d been unmade. 
 
    “Time to go.”  She pulled off her helmet and showed me a lovely, pale face with golden-dragon eyes.  She bent deeply and kissed me on the lips with a brief hesitation and tenderness.  Smiling, she pulled back—then we went whirling into nothingness.  There was a moment of darkness and then I stood in a girl’s bedroom, next to a canopy bed with a pale pink bedspread and stuffed animals on it.   
 
    I staggered a step, the dust in my head still messing with me.   
 
    She caught me with a hand.  “It’s all right.  They won’t follow us here.” 
 
    “I know you.  I’ve seen you before.  But I don’t know where.” 
 
    “That memory was taken from you.  It’s better if you don’t remember until all this is over.” 
 
    “So, it’s going to be over, eventually.  Meanwhile, there’s something you need from me first, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Do I even get to know your name?” I asked. 
 
    “They call me Rhys.” 
 
    “Who else is around here besides your ass-hat brother?” 
 
    “Sit on the bed.  I’m going to get you something to wear and tend to those injuries.  They must hurt a lot.” 
 
    “I’ve had worse.” 
 
    “You have?”  Her surprise told me she didn’t know much about my daily life. 
 
    “It comes with being the punching bag of the multiverse.”  I let her push me down to the edge of her bed.  Receiving honest concern and care was a strange experience.  She’d even been honest in telling me they were going to make use of me for something.  I supposed—in this dimension—they were what passed for the good guys.  Next, she’d be offering me cookies and a place to sleep at her feet like some ragged mutt taken in off the street. 
 
    I stifled a yawn.  The offer had a dreadful charm after all I’d been through.   
 
    As she hurried off, I wondered what kind of cookies they had around here. 
 
      
 
    Rhys left me alone for a bit, her helm casually placed on what looked like a makeup table.  My gaze roved over the bedroom.  There were no windows to get a view of the outer world.  The walls of the chamber were gray, rough-hewn stone. I could still be underground in some sort of subterranean society for all I knew.  People need a sky: the taste of wind, the warmth of a sun, its dark shadows, and the soft blue shadows of a moon.   
 
    The slim, curvy-legged furniture was delicate and, like spun glass, looked weak.  That might not be true, or the glass could be reinforced by magic.  But I thought I’d still smell magic even if I couldn’t use it.  Not a whiff, not a tingle in the air. 
 
    Could this be a dimension with no magic at all, only cleric energies?  How do I even test for that? 
 
    I saw no photos, only sections of wall hidden by woven tapestries with bright, metallic tones colors.  One of these caught my interest; a battle scene bordering on the mythic.  Sword-wielding figures chopped their way through assorted monsters  looming high over them.  The attackers were scaled, furry, with odd numbers of eyes, and the usual weapons: claws, fangs, horns, and tails ending in spiked clubs.  One beast had a forearm cut away.  The exposed stub spewed fountains of purple-red blood. 
 
    Rhys returned from behind a tapestry, in her hands, a tin box and a pair of bright blue boxers.  She’d set aside her armor and wore dove-gray robes with belled skirts and sleeves.  She approached with a gliding grace that spoke of many years of weapon training.  The box had a big red cross on it; something from Earth.  She sat on the bed and whipped the boxers in my direction, careful not to examine my doubled cocks too closely.  There was a gentle flush on her cheeks. 
 
    “Still a virgin?” It seemed unlikely; she met my exacting standards of beauty, so surely, someone in this dimension lusted after her.  Or had she been sheltered all her life? 
 
    She sniffed dismissively.  “I fail to see how that concerns you.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t an acolyte show interest in his new goddess?” 
 
    She opened the box, pored over rolls of bandages, disinfectant spray, and pulled out a bottle with white pills in it.   
 
    I shook my head, declining the offer.  “I don’t think we’re going to need that stuff.  My body is already repairing the damage.”  The craters were less deep, lost tissues rebuilding with fresh, not scar tissues.  Thankfully my dragon DNA was hanging in there even when my magic genes were shut down. 
 
    She held out the pill bottle.  “This will take the edge off of your pain.” 
 
    “Just give me back my magic and I can heal all this instantly.”   
 
    And escape.  Provided my shadow universe has settled down enough. 
 
    “I can’t do that.” 
 
    “The bitch who brought me here won’t let you?” 
 
    Rhys turned angry eyes on me.  “Don’t call her that.  She’s my mother.” 
 
    “Family right or wrong?  Sorry, that’s outside my experience.  To me, a bitch is as a bitch does.” 
 
    She flinched from my words as if I’d thrown a punch.  “Still, keep it to yourself.  Please.” 
 
    It was interesting; as my goddess, she had the right to command my obedience and hadn’t used it.  Principles I suppose.   
 
    “Caine, it’s not that anyone has shut down your powers; magic just isn’t possible in this place.  You’ve been a god muscling through on magic because it’s what you know.  To reclaim what you’ve lost, you’ll have to learn to be a real god.  There are new muscles you need to develop.  New sensitivities.  Your mind must turn new corners.” 
 
    “Good vibrations will make me powerful?” 
 
    “It’s a tremendous over-simplification, but essentially true.” 
 
    Or it’s a way to keep the hamster busy; running on his wheel.  I‘d better pretend to believe her. 
 
    “Rhys,” I asked, “who or what broke into the cavern to get me?”  
 
    “The neighbors.”  She frowned, closing up the tin box, setting it aside.  “Their manners leave much to be desired.” 
 
    I sat there, boxers in hand, my cocks slowly hardening as her sweet floral scent teased me.  I wondered how to convince her to make me feel really good.  The innocent, love-starved ones burn the hottest when finally ignited.  I suddenly wanted to see her senses shatter in ecstasy, feeling her inner muscles milking an iron-hard cock for the first time.   
 
    I’ll probably have to work her up to a double penetration.  It ought to be well worth the effort.  And Selene can’t blame me for servicing a goddess I’m sworn to service.  Mere survival.  I’m the victim here. 
 
    She slanted me a look, too fast for her to see anything interesting.  Eyes fixed forward, she frowned.  “I wish you’d put those on.” 
 
    “Are you swaying to temptation?” 
 
    There was a swirl of incandescent blue mist that thickened in the air, solidifying into the guy I’d met earlier. 
 
    “Nice translation,” Rhys said.  “You’re getting better.” 
 
      Gerard’s gaze settled on Rhys and me.  His stare became a glare of outrage.  “You’re giving him my boxers?” 
 
    I looked down at the blue boxers, then held them out to him.  “Oh, these are yours?” 
 
    Rhys flounced off the bed, turning to face her brother.  “You could hardly expect me to give him something from my underwear drawer.” 
 
    Gerard shuddered, probably picturing me wearing her panties. 
 
    He waved the boxers away.  “Fine.  I can always burn them later.”  His stare slid over my healing wounds.  “Have the servants bath your new pet before dressing it.  Shall I call them for you?” 
 
    “No!”  She nearly shouted the word.  Her voice softened at once.  “I mean, we need to explain this to mother, first.  We weren’t supposed to bring him here; just make sure his quantum signature was stabilizing.  And fed him.” 
 
    “Food sounds good,” I said.  “Healing uses up a lot of calories.” 
 
    Rhys looked at her brother.  “Go get something for him while I think up something to tell mother.” 
 
    “What kind of story do you need?” Gerard said.  “The neighbors broke in and were going to claim him.  You simply did what you needed to.” 
 
    “Mom will say what she always says: there are always alternatives, and better methods.  Find the best.  I don’t think this will seem like the best to her.” 
 
    The idiot chuckled to himself.  “Yeah, okay.  I’ll be back in a few.  Don’t get too close to the male slut.  You don’t know what kind of diseases he’s carrying around.” 
 
    “That’s just rude,” I said.  “You better hope I don’t run into you in another hell-dimension where my powers work.” 
 
    “This isn’t a hell-dimension,” he said.  “It’s a near reflection of Prime: the genesis dimension.  Everything in this reflection is a god, goddess, or has the potential to be one.  Even the acid-eels you killed.  Even lumps of stone—like you.” 
 
    Even the dust in my ears.  I’d seen the truth of that with the mound men and the land-sharks. 
 
    “Don’t you have food to run and collect?” I reminded him. 
 
    “Right, then.”  Gerard and headed for the tapestry that covered the doorway.   “I’ll see if we have any slop to feed you.”  He hurried out, letting the tapestry close behind him. 
 
    I stood and put on the boxers.  There was no telling who was going to show up next to bother me, and a man springing toward trouble feels better with his dignity intact—not being treated like a freak.  Though, even with boxers on, you could tell I was massively endowed.  Being treated like a freak or an object of desire might be inescapable.  Some things, like trans-universal constants, will always prevail. 
 
    “So, these neighbors,” I asked.  “Why were they bothering with a stranger trapped in a cave?  It’s not like I’m much of a threat anymore.”   
 
    Except I am.  And I’d better not forget it. 
 
    “They are…contrary,” Rhys said.  “They always have been.  They resent being stepped on by those with greater potential.  And any time they find a weaker soul; they want to own it—and slowly crush it out.”   
 
    Like the Flawless. 
 
    I sighed.  “Some people are so easily amused.” 
 
    I made a mental note to crush them as soon as possible.  I was growing intrigued by what I was hearing.  In this continuum, a godly pantheon exercised dominance and ranking.  Something about this place—its closeness to Prime, maybe—enabled creatures to ascend to divine levels and maybe beyond.   
 
    What exactly is it that a god evolves into?  A communal god-mind?  Is Prime itself a living universe of ultimate power?  The core of the multiverse?   
 
    I shook my head.   
 
    The Flawless can’t ever be allowed to devour that kind of power.  They’ll become unstoppable even for me. 
 
    “Don’t worry.  I’m not going to let anyone hurt you.  You’re mine now,” Rhys said. 
 
    Staring into her sincere eyes, I again had the feeling that I’d seen her before, in my past somewhere.   
 
    Why hide that memory from me?  Can’t be a good reason. 
 
    “How long has your family been here?” I asked. 
 
    “All my life,” she said.  “Like my brothers, I was born here.” 
 
    Brothers? 
 
    I grew aware it had been a while since my inner-dragon had checked in with me.  He was me.  He couldn’t have been stripped away.  I closed my eyes and searched the back shadows of my mind.  Nothing.  Were they keeping his voice quiet, keeping me alone, off-balance?  
 
    Likely.  It’s how you soften up a target. 
 
    “You’re very quiet,” Rhys said. 
 
    “I have a lot of plotting to do.” 
 
    “Plotting?” 
 
    “Eventually I’m going to have to conquer this reality; if for no other reason, than to get on with saving the multiverse.” 
 
    “Mother is not going to let that happen.” 
 
    “I’m not going to let her stop me.” 
 
    Rhys went still.  Her golden-crystal eyes peered into mine.  “You act like you have a choice,” she said. 
 
    “I have many.  I may not know what they are yet, but one gambit or another will turn into a key for this prison, or I will forge one.  Failing that, I’ll destroy everything precious here until all of you are glad to see me go—or you kill me.” 
 
    “We’re not going to kill you.” 
 
    “That lack of determination is why I will eventually win.  Does your mother love you?” 
 
    “Of course, she does.” 
 
    “Then you are her weakness.  Do you think I will not destroy you just because you’re pretty, friendly, and will be a decent fuck—with a little training?” 
 
    Rhys gasped and jumped away, turning back to stare like a deer in the headlights of a very big truck.  “This isn’t the real you.  The demons made you this way!  You can change if you want to.” 
 
    “Where’s the fun in that.” 
 
    “You’re just trying to rattle me.” 
 
    “I have rattled you; by telling you the truth you don’t want to hear.  What’s wrong?  I thought goddesses were supposed to hear the confessions of their servants.  Do you want to hear about the zombie stripper I once met in Vegas?”  I fell back to lie on the bed, staring at the ceiling, my legs dangling off the end.  “She had the nicest blood-covered tits you’d ever want to see.  There’s nothing more inviting than a whore wearing blood at her funeral.” 
 
    “Stay here until I say you can leave!”   
 
    I listened to her feet moving quickly.  There was the flap of cloth at the door, then she was gone, driven from the paradise of her bedroom by the new snake in her garden.  
 
    “It must have been something I said.”  I sat up, pushed off of the bed, and hurried to the door.   
 
    Stay here?  As if.  I’ve got better things to do. 
 
    I ran across the room and pushed the tapestry aside, smelling the rare metals that had gone into its fashioning.  There was no door, just an arch and a hallway beyond.  I threw myself across the threshold and hit an unseen wall of force that bounced me painfully back.  

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    “One is seldom blessed 
 
    with a choice of hells.” 
 
      
 
                                        —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I wept manly tears from nearly breaking my nose, and I had a few new bruises to count as I picked myself up off the floor. 
 
    Fuck!  Okay, that’s one of the rules I have to work around: whatever my goddess says has the force of absolute law.  I have to obey, or find loop-holes in her orders.  It’s a good thing locating wiggle room’s nothing new to a demon lord who’s not a demon. 
 
    I went back to the threshold and looked out into the hall.  It was long, made of pale gray stone.  I counted at least three intersections.  My heightened senses seemed to be working fine; there was no sight of Rhys, but I heard her voice echoing in the distance. 
 
    “Mom!” 
 
    “What’s wrong, Rhys?  I expected your return long ago.” 
 
    “I, uh, was just looking for you.” 
 
    “Then it is fortunate you have found me.  How is the prisoner?” 
 
    “A total mess.  He picked a fight with the glass-eels.” 
 
    “Who won?” 
 
    “The umm prisoner—barely.  But the neighbors were closing in.  I couldn’t leave him there.” 
 
    “You brought him here?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Has he tried to seduce you yet?” 
 
    “He made some rather crude suggestions.” 
 
    Listening in, I grinned.  I’d call them intentions I’m not yet able to act upon. 
 
    “Where is he?  A tower chamber?” 
 
    “In my room.  I was treating his injuries, and Gerard went to get him some food,” 
 
    “He is a prisoner, not a guest.  Don’t be dazzled by his bloodline.  He is dangerous: devoted to selfish hedonistic excess, and cannot respect women.” 
 
    I frowned.  Not true.  I disrespect “useless” woman.  Strong women that don’t feel compelled to prove it to every man in the universe are fun to hang with. 
 
    I continued to listen. 
 
    “He was raised a mutt.  He’s going to piddle on your rugs, chew your slippers, and try to hump your leg when you’re not looking.  He’ll feel more comfortable in the dungeon, living off rats.  Trust me, Rhys.  You were raised to be thoughtful, caring, and are by nature a sensitive soul.  Leave the Fallen One to Gerard.  He has the callous heart that reprogramming is going to require.” 
 
    “It’s not right.  It’s not fair,” Rhys complained.  “It’s like beating a hurt animal.  I thought we were past this kind of thing.” 
 
    “I know.  That doesn’t change the fact that we’re responsible for ridding the multiverse of this horrible menace.  In many ways, it would be simpler and kinder to just kill him.  But decency prevents such a solution.  And we would be casting aside all hope of honor.” 
 
    “So, we let him die, or chain him up for life and steal his purpose along with his heritage until he is broken on the wheel of madness?” 
 
    “Madness brings relief from suffering in a too-harsh world.” 
 
    I let the tapestry fall back into place and walked away from the doorway.  Fuck madness and all the rest of you, too.  I’m getting the flaming-fuck out of here. 
 
    I stopped.   
 
    Wait a second.  How convenient that I just happened to overhear that very insulting conversation.  How often do goddesses hold important briefings in the middle of a hall?  I think I’m being gaslighted. 
 
    Magic didn’t exist here, but there were other ways of timing events to the movements of prisoners.  Many an old castle or fortress had spy holes in walls and secret passages behind them.  If I owned a big place like this—next to obnoxious neighbors—I might want a way to escape should they become violent. 
 
    I stood there, eyes closed, relaxing, letting my senses flow outward, picking up every scrap of sound, every vibration in the air.  I banished thought and emotion, reaching for inner tranquility.  I’d done meditation all my life; pulling off a fast meditative state as needed wasn’t beyond my mental discipline.   
 
    My breathing slowed.  So did the sound of my heart.  And then I heard the scrape of a leather boot on stone.  It came from a wall with a particularly old and threadbare tapestry on it: a unicorn running through ocean surf, kicking up foam.  If I was lucky, I now had a secret passage with viewpoints for my use.  But I was disinclined to leave hungry. 
 
    Where’s Gerard with my lunch? I should kick his ass before I go.  And maybe get that bath.   
 
    I went back to the bed to wait. 
 
      
 
    Dunderhead showed up a few minutes later, walking in from the tapestry-covered doorway.  He strolled to the makeup table and set down a tray with pieces of fruit and bread and a hunk of white cheese.  “Enjoy.”  He turned to leave.   
 
    “You couldn’t find any slop?” I asked in a mild voice. 
 
    “Just eat before I regret my kindness.” 
 
    “You’ve got rats.” I strolled up to the food.  “I heard them scratching around in the walls.  Better get somebody on that.” 
 
    “We don’t have rats on this world,” 
 
    I picked up something that could have been a persimmon on Earth if they came in bright, neon pink.  ”Just you?”   
 
    “Don’t make me hurt you.  It could get addictive,” he said.  “I might not be able to stop.” 
 
    “Just because you’re powerless with your mom as the man of the house, you have to be violent?”  I took a bite.  Sour-sweet, a little like duck sauce. 
 
    Gerard glowered.  “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Your mom sent Rhys to check on me, knowing you’d be pulled into doing it too?  It sounds like she pushes all your buttons.” 
 
    He turned to face me, eyes narrowing.  He lifted a hand and flexed his finger like he was throwing off a bolt of energy.  I felt an unseen wall smack me across the room, into a wall.  I slid down to the floor with more bruises to count.   
 
    I looked up at him with an undefeated grin in place.  “That’s awful small of you, picking on someone who can’t fight back.  No wonder you’re not trusted with power.” 
 
    “Learn to shut up.  No one cares about you or your opinions.”  With that, he hurried out, showing no interest in my company. 
 
    You care.  I guess I hit a nerve.  Good. 
 
    I ate quickly, feeding my dragon metabolism the calories needed for healing.  Soon, only crumbs were left, and Rhys still wasn’t back.  I went to the old tapestry and saw sighs of rust and wear.  Some of the weaving had loosened.  I slid in behind it.  The dark pocket, I noticed you could see through the tapestry if your nose were close to it.  Next, I turned my attention to the hidden section of the wall. 
 
    The tapestry concealed an area of plaster daubed with right and dark pigments.  The fresco design showed a scene of a golden dragon and a best of darkness grappled furiously.  My first impression was of a battle scene.  But on closer inspection, you could see the two titans were locked together by passion.  I wondered who had an interest in bestiality.  Maybe no one.  It was covered up.  Maybe it had been a gift from a well-meaning idiot that the family couldn’t get shy of. 
 
    I gave the edges of the fresco a closer examination, feeling along the wall.  There was a slight coolness on the right side.  I pressed harder.  Nothing moved.   
 
    Maybe a hidden catch then. 
 
    I returned my stare to the artwork, feeling the rough surface for raised areas that might contain a release trigger.  I noticed that a dragon eye was a topaz.  I pressed on it.  There was a faint click.  The panel swung inward.  I stepped through the gap, into darkness.  My eyes were good, but I needed some light to work with.  There was no source of light.  I moved in the direction I’d heard someone else moving earlier in the wall.  One hand slid on the rough passage wall, keeping me grounded. 
 
    Deprived of sight, I paid more attention o my other senses.  I’d gotten used to the low tone of the dust in my ears.  Listening with fresh attention, I noticed the earth-song had altered.  There was a kind of pattern showing intelligent design.  I didn’t know if that was something to be concerned about or not. 
 
    I’ll figure it out later. 
 
    I used a kind of martial art step, each foot clearing the way with a crescent sweep before settling and taking weight.  This way, my sense of touch did my seeing for me.  I moved quickly and reached a corner.  Stretching across it, I felt to find if this was a turn or an intersection with multiple options.   
 
    Just a turn.   
 
    I followed the passage in the new direction and came to a hidden chamber with an oval pool and a slab of stone covered with bundled objects.  Dusty light came down a chimney over the pool.  There were niches inside the chimney: foot and handholds, a way out for anyone able to climb a good ninety feet.  A boulder in the middle of the pool gave a leg-up on reaching the niches. 
 
    Now that I had my way out, I decided to indulge curiosity.  I checked out the wrapped objects on the table.  There were several chunks of cheese and a collection of nuts and seeds wrapped in a kind of wax paper.  Another bundle had a fishing line, hooks, a compass, and flint for starting a fire.   
 
    Real old school. Does technology not work here as well as magic?  I don’t see matches or a flashlight. 
 
    The last bundle was animal skin with a thick charcoal-colored fur.  It held a sword, short-handled chopping ax, and dagger.  
 
    Somebody planned for a sudden escape from this place.  
 
    He slid into the fur cloak, throwing the hood back.  There were pockets inside the skin for food but I ate it all, needing the energy.  Sown-in hooks inside the cloak allowed the weapons to be carried unobtrusively.   
 
    I’d rather have an actual weapons harness. 
 
    I went to the pool, jumped up on the rim, and hopped over to the central boulder.  Aligning on a ladder of niches, I climbed the chimney, creeping upward like a geriatric Spiderman.  
 
    I pushed thought away, clearing my mind, going into a happy place where I barely felt the burning of my muscles and still-healing wounds.  The light grew stronger as I went, a measurement of progress.  The air grew cold and I heard a moan of wind across the top of the chimney.   
 
    I ran out of climbing niches and looked up.  The rim was close.  Outside the shaft, the sky smoldered, an eye-searing cyan blue streaked with sulfur-yellow clouds. Elsewhere, mountains floated like continents from some fantasy novel: the burnt-umber masses were dappled with greenery and supported white structures like ancient temples and halls. 
 
    This place looks some peyote-smoking god painted it.  Well, I’d best go see what kind of trouble I can fall into. 
 
    Pushing with my feet, I latched onto the top rim of the chimney and dragged myself out, flipping over to land on spongy, russet moss.  It surprised me that there was no camouflage hiding the well.  Anybody could come along and… 
 
    The red-brown moss surged up, a living carpet that revealed a nest of white bones around the well.  The moss suddenly gaped, opening a large orifice.  Several orange eyes with vertical black pupils emerged on rubbery stalks.  Those using the well probably had a way to tame the carpet and leave it on sentry duty.  I didn’t. 
 
    I grabbed the carpet-killer by the lips and whipped it to the side. The carpet hit an embankment of thorn that wrapped it up tightly. 
 
    I guess everything on this world is going to try to eat me.   
 
    Walking away, I tried to stay on rocky ground, avoiding the vegetation.  There was yellow-green grass in spotty clumps.   I saw a puce beetle-thing fly too close to a length of grass and get its chitinous armor sliced in half.  This place was looking less and less like a god-zone, and more like a dimension close to the heart of chaos. 
 
    I moved with care and reached an apron of stone that overlooked a sheer drop to lower lands where hills rolled gently, divided by the silver arteries of rivers.  I stood there, unafraid of being framed against the sky with the river valley so distant.  Even a sniper would have trouble with such a shot.  This was like a place where colliding tectonic plates had pushed together to conquer the sky and had failed, but not by much. 
 
    I followed the edge of the escarpment, between two worlds, wondering where these obnoxious neighbors were supposed to be.  One of those floating cities up there?  The other side of this rocky pinnacle? Aside from the vegetation, I hadn’t been inconvenienced much.  Where were all the godlings and wanna-be gods I’d heard about?  Had that all been disinformation? 
 
    A sound like an old-style train whistle jerked my attention over the edge, down several miles to lower air-space.  Something dragon-sized—but made of stone, and looking like a sea skate—skimmed above the tree and fields.  It barely moved, defying logic in how it stayed aloft.  It trailed a long, spiked tail that creaked while flexing just enough to gently wag like a rudder. 
 
    It wafted over a grove of tree trunks.  They were bare of branches and hollow, their best days behind them.  Several of them puffed gray-white smoke.  Crystal barbs trailing fibrous strands were shot upward to stab the stone flier.  One of the barbs completely pierced the tip of a wing.  I watched as the filaments somehow rewound, dragging the stone behemoth from the sky. 
 
    The trees must not get enough minerals in their diet.  Or there’s something special they get from the floating stones.  This probably isn’t the first time the canon-trees have gone hunting.  Probably not the last. 
 
    The dying rock vented another steam-whistle cry, deploring its sad destiny.  
 
    Yeah, I know how you feel. 
 
    I doubled over, grabbing my ears.  The dust inside my canals mimicked the death-cry but with a higher octave, a shrill, piercing knife into my brain. 
 
    Fuck!  Cut it out.  I should have gotten a bath when I could.  I tilted my head and dug a finger first in one ear.  Then the other.  Nothing came rolling out.  Fucking dust is fucking with me. 
 
    In a poor mood, I walked on, paying more attention to my part of the world as a road appeared before me.  I followed it for safety, pissed about being made vulnerable by the etheric vibrations of this place.   
 
    Not a place I’ll be coming back to. 
 
    I followed the road, prepared to deal with what I found.    I hoped.  Ducking into the sinister woods left or right of the road, with their broody, bruise-colored shadows, wasn’t an option.  I kept hearing thunk-thunk sounds as something big paced me, moving unseen but not quietly.  I could see saplings bending out of the way of something and springing back.  The cause of the movement hid itself somehow in plain sight. 
 
    Okay.  That’s weird. 
 
    A dozen yards down the stone road, I grew aware of an echo of thunks pacing me from the opposite side of the road.  Saplings there were bent displaced and allowed to spring back like rubber.   
 
    But am I intimidated?  Not at all.  I’m Caine Deathwalker.  I walk with Death.  And I have an ax and sword, and wax-paper-wrapped cheese.  Fear me!
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    “It’s always what you don’t expect 
 
     that proves the most dangerous.” 
 
      
 
                                     —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Something smaller scuttled out of the woods, up onto the road, going skit-skit-skit.  From the sound of its steps, I thought it very dense.  It stopped on the road and threw my mirror image back at me which is the only way I saw it.  The mirror beast stood on tripod legs that gouged the road. 
 
    I unhooked the sword from inside my cloak, flashing the threat with my borrowed boxers and manly chest.  I had become this place’s Tarzan, its John Carter of Mars.  It was up to me to dominate gloriously.  The problem was; I wasn’t sure which of us was supposed to do the charging.   
 
    The mirror thing didn’t seem to know either.  The question became moot as something came skimming along the road behind it.  The approaching vehicle had the glinting sheen of metal and a throaty rumble. 
 
    The indents in the road increased as the mirror-beast turned to see what was coming.  Though it faced away from me, I still saw myself, reflected on its backside.  My reflection dove and rolled as I did.  The mirror-beast didn’t move in time.  Hit hard, it flew into the air and crashed down.  Great gouges were left in the road.   
 
    The saplings in the woods shivered as mournful piping erupted. 
 
    Mom and pop are down one kid. 
 
    I grabbed my ears again as the dust next to my eardrums copied the complaint.   
 
    You have got to stop doing that. 
 
    The vehicle spun and settled to a stop, throwing up sparks, leaving shards of chrome on the road.  The vehicle had turrets on top that flipped their lids.  People poked up like gophers for a look around.  One person was wizened, white-bearded, and wore a piecemeal leather coat and red-lens googles.  The other open turret exposed a girl that looked like Rhys at first glance, just less intelligent, less pretty, wearing an unpleasant smirk.  The girl had brass-colored hair, too-heavy makeup, and looked around with predatory wrath. 
 
    Much the way I often do. 
 
    Putting on the armor of a confident smile, I picked myself off the road and grabbed my sword.   
 
    My motions drew the attention of those in the home-made hover-tank.  The girl spoke English as my captors had: “You there, wandering fool, what are you doing on our road?” 
 
    “Trying not to die,” I said.  “Do you drive here at high speeds often?” 
 
    “Whenever I want.  It’s my road.”  She looked me over with no sign she approved of my spiffy garb.  “Exactly who are you?” 
 
    “Once, I was a mage whose magic was so strong, I became a god.  Then I ran into a bitch-goddess from this place and was kidnapped.  I am currently in the midst of escaping, so I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t tell anyone you saw me.” 
 
    The girl brightened.  “You’re Rhys’s new plaything!  And she lost you?” 
 
    “I’m rather tricky,” I admitted.  “It comes from having been raised by demons.  I don’t suppose you know the way back to Earth, do you?” 
 
    The old man spoke for the first time, his voice a quavery grating sound.  “I’ve heard of Earth.  One of the lesser realities down quite a bit from Prime.” 
 
    Apparently, everything is down from Prime. 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question,” I said.   
 
    “We’ll be asking all the questions,” the young woman said. 
 
    “What’s your name,” I asked.  “You can at least tell me that.” 
 
    She thought it over, then shrugged.  “Vlindimeer.   My friends call me Vlinda.  Don’t do that.  We aren’t friends.” 
 
    “Of course not.”  I amped up my smile.  I, too, could play the game of teaching the peons their place.  “You haven’t earned the right to be my friend yet.  It’s very rare I except anyone at all, being lord of three worlds and the only hope of the multiverse for survival with the cosmic horror that’s coming.” 
 
    “What cosmic horror?” the old man asked. 
 
    “Sorry.  That’s classified information.  Just go about your days without the knowledge that everything is ultimately doomed.  You’ll be happier that way.  Until the Flawless get here.” 
 
    “Flawless?” the girl echoed.  “Never heard of them.” 
 
    “They’ve never heard of you either.  Me; I’m the one they fear.”  I rapped on my chest in an ape-man sort of way to emphasize the point.  “Why do you think I was god-swiped from Earth?” 
 
    The girl narrowed her eyes, indulging in obvious calculation.  “So, you’re quite valuable...and we have you now!” 
 
    “You don’t have me at all.  It’s not like I’ve surrendered or anything.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” she said.  “We skipped that part.” 
 
    The old man pulled a long blue-chrome tube out of the turret and pointed it at me.  “You will now surrender.” 
 
    I lifted the sword.  “I, too, am armed.” 
 
    His rod pulsed with a chartreuse light and the top half of my sword crystallized and shattered.  “Hey, I just stole that!” 
 
    “You are now obliged to surrender.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “Fine.  I was getting tired of walking anyway.  So, where are we going?  Oz?  Narnia?  Some buried hovel?” 
 
    “Hovel,” the girl said.  “I’m going to show you off to Mom and Dad.  The siblings will be furious to have missed out, but you know what they say.” 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Finders havers, slackers’ whiners.” 
 
    “Wisdom beyond expression.”  I walked to the hover-tank and climbed on, getting a good grip.   
 
    I hope I have enough condescension to get through this next visit. 
 
    “Don’t jump off until we get there,” the old man quavered. 
 
    I laughed quietly to myself.  “Hell, no.  That would be rude.” 
 
    The girl and old man dropped inside their turrets.  The lids slammed shut.  The vehicle rose in the air and spun a bit, and then we were cruising at high speed toward their hovel.  I concentrated on not falling off because something told me I was going to be vastly entertained soon.  Or there’d be blood.  Of course, there might be blood either way. 
 
    The hover-tank had instrument pods and protruding housings that made it easy to stay on.  The vehicle confirmed to me that this dimension had technology after all though, for some reason, my former captives had chosen to do without such advantages. 
 
    The unseen behemoths in the woods continued to softly pipe as we streaked away.  I felt bad them; losing a kid they loved.  Actual love wasn’t something I knew about, but in some of my drunken moments, I thought it must give a warm fuzziness deep inside.   
 
    Not that I knew from personal experience; my folks had weaponized me as an infant and thrown me away as defective.  They’d moved on, leaving me with demons.  For all I knew, my folks were hiding out in Prime, sipping tea and raising purple god-sheep in the fields of Paradise. 
 
    The woods whipped past.  We approached a high wall.  There were soldiers on top that stared down at us as the giant double gate swung open and we were allowed inside. 
 
    Very lax security unless this floating tin can has a radio.  They might have called ahead. 
 
    Inside the stone wall was a cleared ring.  Inside that awaited a cluster of geodesic domes made of concrete.  They had air-vent turrets on top like chimneys, but no smoke. Off to the side was a flagpole and a chain that had been used to hoist an orange flag with a violet curve on it.  Through an open hanger door, I spied more of the hover tanks, motorcycles, and twin-prop dirigibles. The helicopters had mounted machine guns—at least that’s what they looked like.  For all I knew, they squirted carnivorous lime jello. 
 
    Our hover-tank slowed and settled to the ground.  The turrets popped open and the two oddballs I’d met earlier climbed out.  The old man was slower and encumbered by the weapon tube he carried.  I dropped to the ground and the dust in my ears increased the pitch of their song.  The dust seemed happier when I had physical contact with the ground. 
 
    The old man stuck the tip of his blue-chrome rod in my side.  “Get going.”  He pitched his head aside to indicate the right direction.  “That way.” 
 
    “That’s no way to treat a guest,” I said. 
 
    “You’re a prisoner, remember?” Vlinda said. 
 
    Hearing a shimmering tone of power in the air, I looked up.  It was Rhys, sheathed in golden light as well as armor, dropping from the sky with a look of irritation on her face.  I suspected that look was meant for me.   
 
    Vlinda looked up as well.  “What’s she doing here?” 
 
    “Probably come to take me home,” I said. 
 
    “Finders havers,” Vlinda said.  “You’re mine now.” 
 
    “I’m not the one you have to convince,” I said. 
 
    The old man raised the tip of his chrome rod, locking onto Rhys.  I acted without thought or intention.  A blurring sweep of my hand and I held the rod. 
 
    “Now, why did I do that?” I asked myself. 
 
    Rhys landed near us and struck a pose with her fists on her hips.    “There you are.  How did you get out of the stronghold?” 
 
    “Gerard showed me the way,” I said.   
 
    “I don’t believe you,” Rhys said. 
 
    I shrugged.  “Why would I lie?” 
 
    “You are a schemer.  You’re always scheming.”  Rhys came a step closer.  “You realize I have to punish you for this?” 
 
    “Going to tie me to the sawhorse again?” I asked.  “That gets old after a while.  What if I hang you by your heels and break out the feather dusters.” 
 
    Rhys allowed deep interest to take over her face, but then shook the expression away as her face blushed.  “I do not need your suggestions, thank you.”   
 
    “You can’t have him,” Vlinda said.  “He’s on our land and he’s my prisoner.” 
 
    “Land can’t be owned in this reality.  It belongs to itself,” Rhys said.  “Haven’t you people learned anything since coming here?” 
 
    I handed the old geezer his chrome rod.   
 
    He snatched it from my grip and pointed it at Rhys again.   
 
    Once more, an irresistible impulse caused me to tear it loose from his hands.   
 
    The old man stomped a foot.  “Stop that!” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said.  “It’s not my fault.” 
 
    Vlinda swung an accusing glare at Rhys.  “He’s under your influence.  You took his oath.” 
 
    Rhys shrugged.  “And why not I?   You’ve no claim, though that didn’t stop your people from coming into our area to try and steal him.” 
 
    “That wasn’t me,” Vlinda said. 
 
    “Your family,” Rhys said.  “Same difference.” 
 
    “I’m not going to give him to you,” Vlinda said. 
 
    “I’m not here to ask,” Rhys said.  “I’m leaving and my servant is coming with me.  The acolyte bond is not something you can break.” 
 
    “What I cannot have, I will destroy!” Vlinda said. 
 
    I looked at her, frowning.  “I’m not some mad dog you know?  I have feelings and stuff.” 
 
    I mean lust, hate, and greed count, right? 
 
    “How petty of you,” Rhys said.  “That kind of attitude will prevent you from ascending to Prime.” 
 
    The old man jumped in.  “And how would you know that?  I notice your family is still here—and you’ve had longer to conquer this level.” 
 
    Rhys gave him the kind of look a little girl would offer to a squished worm she’d just stepped on.  She swung her stare at me.  “You’re good at comebacks.  Give him on in my holy name.” 
 
    The compulsion caught me with brutal force.  I had no time to think so, I fell back on one of the classics: “When we want your worthless opinion, we’ll beat it out of you because you’re ugly and your Momma dressed you funny.” 
 
    Rhys nodded emphatically.  “What he said.” 
 
    “I dress myself,” the old man quavered. 
 
    “What in Prime is going on here!”  The gruff voice heralded a big man who stomped toward us in size-thirteen boots.  He had dark brown hair with silvered temples, tiny ears, a bristling mustache to match his eyebrows, and a lantern jaw.  The blood-red uniform made me think of an over-sized nut-cracker soldier magically brought to life.  He only needed a military helmet with a strap going under the jaw. 
 
    Vlinda ran to intercept him.  “Daddy!  I caught this trespasser on the road and brought him in for interrogation.  Rhys just barged in and is demanding we hand him over.” 
 
    “I demanded no such thing,” Rhys said.  “I’m just taking what’s mine by right of oath.” 
 
    The newcomer pushed past his daughter and stopped where he could loom over Rhys for psychological advantage.  The man gave Rhys a steely stare.  “You demand nothing in my compound.  Face it; you’ve lost the spy you sent among us.” 
 
    “He’s only among you because you swiped him off the road and brought him here.”  Rhys glared back with equal force.  “You don’t get to keep him just because you stole him.  He’s sworn to me.” 
 
    “Dad, he claims he’s lord of three worlds and a god,” Vlinda chimed in. 
 
    The red-coated man lifted both shaggy eyebrows and smiled.  “So, he’s a valuable hostage, a political prisoner.” 
 
    “I was taken from my world by force,” I said.  “I can’t tell you how horribly I’ve been abused.  They must know I can get them a vast ransom in jewels and gold.  Not that I’d pay a dime when I can just escape.” 
 
    Rhys glared at me.  “Shut up until I say different.” 
 
    I answered with a big “fuck you!” but no sound emerged.   
 
    That is so unfair.  I’ve got half a mind to find me some other goddess to torment. 
 
    The red-coated man crossed his arms.  “You aren’t taking him anywhere.  Since your family stole him, he’s stolen property.  The stolen property has now been recovered. We have a moral responsibility to succor this man and to be blessed by his grateful subjects.  A finder’s fee if nothing else is our rightful due.” 
 
    Vlinda smiled.  “You make an excellent point, Daddy.” 
 
    “He doesn’t,” Rhys said.  “Once Oath is taken, the life of the supplicant is gone, abandoned in service to his goddess.  All other ties and obligations are dust.  He is mine by divine right and you know it.” 
 
    What I knew was that Red-Coat was a crafty bastard.  He’d  kept Rhys distracted as his men closed in with heavy weapons held ready, surrounding us of all.  I could have warned her, but somebody had ordered me to shut up. 
 
    I grinned. Things were getting interesting. 
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    “Learn the rules.  You don’t 
 
     want to miss breaking one.” 
 
      
 
                                     —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I reached out and stole the old man’s blue-chrome rod once more and used the butt of it to write a short message in the sand in English.  The old man tried to steal back his weapon but I dropped him with an elbow to the face and finished my task.  I dropped the rod after that. 
 
    Vlinda, Rhys, and the Red-Coat study the letters.  All seemed equally stumped.  Fortunately, Rhys made the mistake of asking me what I’d written.  This had the effect of breaking the geas of silence she’d placed on me.  I was compelled to answer—as I’d hoped.  “It says I renounce my oath and hereby declare myself god-emperor of this world.” 
 
    Vlinda gasped in outrage. 
 
    Rhys looked at me, her face pale and stricken.  “Quickly!  Renounce your renouncement!  What you’ve done is incredibly dangerous!” 
 
    Red-Coat looked at me with pity in his eyes.  “You’re going to be ripped to atomic elements, son, but I applaud your courage.  You’re going to perish like a true man.  You have my respect.” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow.  “That is not the response I was expecting.” 
 
    “Caine!”  Rhys gripped my forearm.  “You haven’t just rejected my protection.  You’ve challenged the god-emperor of this world, declaring yourself a rival for his throne.” 
 
    “This world already has a god-emperor?” I asked. 
 
    Her voice went very soft.  “Oh, yes.  And he has brutally murdered everyone ever to challenge his authority.” 
 
    “How’s he going to know?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s the god-emperor,” Red-Coat said.  “He knows all that touches upon him.  To even take his name lightly in jest has called down the storms of heaven.” 
 
    I looked up.  There was one of those floating mountains in the sky above us.  The sky itself was darkening from cyan-blue to navy.    Flashes of amber lightning forked off of the mountain. 
 
    I looked back at Rhys.  “The unforgiving type, I suppose.” 
 
    “Yes.  Hanzalla considers forgiveness to be a sign of weakness.  He only respects strength and will destroy any that rivals his own.” 
 
    I nodded at the information.  “You know, Rhys, this would be a good time for you to return my magic to me.” 
 
    “I’ve told you; magic just isn’t possible in this realm.  I’m sorry.” 
 
    I looked back up into the sky.  There seemed to be a falling star tumbling from the edge of the floating mountain.   
 
    Red-Coat screamed.  “Everyone to the  shelters.  Fast!”  He ran off with Vlinda, Gramps, and the rest of their assembled warriors.  I was left alone with Rhys. 
 
    “Maybe we should run, too,” I suggested. 
 
    “It wouldn’t do any good.  He’d only follow and then Mom and the rest of my family would be involved.” 
 
    “You should probably run and save yourself about now,” I suggested. 
 
    “I’m not leaving you alone.” 
 
    “You’re going to fight with me?” I asked. 
 
    “No.  It wouldn’t help anything.  But I will gather up your ashes and see that they are returned to those who might love you back on Earth.” 
 
    “Who might love me?  That’s such a comfort.” 
 
    The mysterious falling star was halfway to us, which meant the floating mountain was both very big and far away.  It also seemed to be angling on the way down, searching. 
 
    “You dug your grave with your own mouth.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, it’s what I do.” 
 
    I stripped off my cloak and the weapons hooked within, keeping only the dagger  which I stuck in the back waistband of my borrowed boxers.  Being obvious would only get me killed.  I sensed this was a time for subtility and deceit. 
 
    I stood there, barely armed, waiting for the alpha of the gods to arrive and whack me like a mole.   
 
    “Any last words?” Rhys asked. 
 
    “Yes.  To all the women I’ll never get around to fucking, I’m sorry.  To the women I have fucked, you’re welcome.  To my son Colt.  I love you.  To my daughter Lilja.  Become less merciful and far more powerful than me.  Saving the multiverse is now your job.  Make daddy proud.” 
 
    Rhys stared at me.  “That’s it?” 
 
    I shrugged.   
 
    “What about...  Never mind,” she fell silent. 
 
    “About who?” I asked. 
 
    “Your family on your mother’s side.” 
 
    “I don’t think they’d care.  They weaponized me as an infant and had me raised by demons.  No one can have been betrayed any worse than I was.  But, if you run into my Mom somewhere, tell her I died hating her guts with my last breath.  All I have to say to her is: ‘Fuck you, you stone-hearted bitch.’”  I smiled at Rhys.  “Maybe you should write that down.  I wouldn’t want you to get it wrong.” 
 
    The air around us warmed.  A citrine light washed over us.  The falling star was man-sized and slowed the last fifty feet to make a gentle landing.  At the core of the celestial fire, I saw a human shape staring at me: this Hanzalla.  The fire snapped out, leaving a fading golden mist around a man with golden skin, wearing lilac robes and a lot of  jewelry made from hammered gold.  Serpentine armlets adorned his forearms.  They had ruby eyes.  A gold torq hung around his neck, leaving a gap in front.  His head was shaved, face average, unremarkable, but he had over-sized earlobes, each holding a golden coin.   
 
    He smiled at me.  “You didn’t run!  I’m so glad.  But I hope you aren’t going to whine or cry about being killed.  I hate that.”  He walked toward me, his sandals slapping the ground, raising puffs of dust.   
 
    In my ears, the dust sang quietly, tossing in high notes to match every puff.   
 
    Rhys pointed at my cloak on the ground.  “Grab the ax or sword.  It won’t help, but nothing says you have to die without a last futile effort.” 
 
    “I’m trying to give him a handicap,” I said.  “I don’t want anyone to think he didn’t have a chance.” 
 
    The oncoming godling lost his smile.  He stopped six-feet away.  “You’re giving me a handicap?” 
 
    I kept smiling.  “Well, yeah.  I am the chosen champion of the multiverse, destined to save creation from the threat of the Flawless.  I bear the sign of the ancient prophecy,” I lied.  “It’s unfortunate that I have to end your exsistence; I mean, you seem like a nice guy.  In other circumstances, I’d buy you a beer, but this is where we are.”  I shrugged.  “No help for it.” 
 
    I thought he’d get mad.  I thought anger might cloud his mind and give me a slight chance.  I didn’t expect what I got.   Hanzalla fell on his ass laughing at what I’d said.  Shuddering, clutching his knees, he finally relaxed his pose, wiping a tear from his eye.  His laugh wound down, losing volume, and finally stopped.   
 
    “That, I did not expect.”  I walked toward the so-called god-of-gods.  “Somehow, I feel like you aren’t taking me seriously.” 
 
    He waved off my words.  “Nothing personal, but you can’t lie to me.  I know you have the power-level of a pebble—if that.” 
 
    Rhys crowded closer to me, taking my arm.  She forced a laugh.  “Yeah, well, he’s such a kidder.  We’ll just be going now.  You have a nice day.” 
 
    “Wait!”   Hanzalla picked himself up and dusted himself up.  As he hit the dust clinging to him, I heard cries of protest from the dust in my ears.  I shook my head, wishing that kind of thing would stop. 
 
    “Killing Caine would be too easy.  An act well beneath you,” Rhys said.  “Surely one as great as yourself can afford a little mercy?” 
 
    Hanzalla looked at her.  “What is it to you?  Who are you?” 
 
    “I live next door,” Rhys said. 
 
    “A grounder?  And a pretty one.  I sense plenty of power in you.” 
 
    She pleaded with her eyes.  “Can’t you just let this go, please?” 
 
     Hanzalla’s gaze shifted from her to me.  “He’s important to you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    One word, said simply, with no elaboration.  Yet I was deeply touched in what passed for my heart. 
 
    “He’s your boyfriend?” Hanzalla asked. 
 
    “No,” Rhys said.  “More like...family.” 
 
    Damn.  She’s soiling her honor by lying for me. 
 
     Hanzalla vanished from where he stood and reappeared on Rhys’ other side so she stood between us.   
 
    I never saw him move.  That is a whole new level to God speed.  No wonder he’s unconcerned about danger. 
 
     He leaned into her, casually stroking a length of her hair.  “Well, there’s only one way.  You’d have to date me.  Then, of course, it wouldn’t be proper of me to reduce him to a scorched breeze.” 
 
    Rhys drew a deep, shocked breath.  “Date you?” 
 
    “My mom has been setting me up with all these blind dates.  I need a reason to beg off.  We’ll date occasionally, have some fun, and if I’m ever forced to ask for your hand, you must absolutely refuse.  Can you do that?” 
 
    “And Caine?” Rhys asked. 
 
    “A misunderstanding.  We’ll say he thought I was taking advantage of you and was only being overprotective.” 
 
    “I-I don’t know what my mother will say,” Rhys said.  “She’s always warned me to stay away from those who live in the sky cities.” 
 
    “Take me to meet her.  She’ll like me.  Most people do.  It’s my charisma level.  Highest on the planet.” 
 
    “All right.”  Rhys had a firm grip on my arm.  She used that hold to drag me into the sky, hazing us both with a wash of golden energy.  I dangled as we arced across the sky, Hanzalla having no difficulty keeping up.  We came down on a dome of granite and hopped from there down a series of boulders arranged like giant steps.  This got us to a stone apron where we could look under a lip of rock and see a steel door.  There was a green, blue, and yellow crystal set in the door’s metal frame. 
 
    Rhys made us both turn our backs so she could tap in a pattern.  As the door opened with a groaning sound,  Hanzalla and I turned back.  His smile never seemed to waver.   
 
    “You certainly take your security seriously down here,”  He said. 
 
    “We have reasons,” Rhys said.  She went in and led us down a hallway with no doors or branches.  I saw the small security cameras near the ceiling watching us, but said nothing.  The front door closed by itself, a resounding slam.  She opened a door and held it for us.  I noticed a heavy steel cross bolt on the inside.  Rhys followed us and threw the bolt. 
 
    Hanzalla turned back to look at Rhys.  “Is it possible, my lady, that you have taken me prisoner with more than your beauty?” 
 
    “That would be rude,” she said.  “I am already indebted to you for sparing my former acolyte.” 
 
    Hanzalla slanted me a look and then returned his gaze to Rhys and she passed between us, taking point once more.  “This creature was brought here sworn to you?” 
 
    “Something like that,” I said, “but her mother kidnapped me and brought me here against my will.” 
 
    “Oh, how fabulous.  You must tell me the full story over dinner, my dear.” 
 
    “There’s nothing else to tell,” Rhys said. 
 
     “But your one-time servant claims to be the chosen champion of the multiverse, destined to save creation from the threat of something or other.” 
 
    “The Flawless,” I said.  “I bear the sign of the ancient prophecy.” 
 
    “What would that be?” Hanzalla asked. 
 
    “Don’t ask,” Rhys said.  “He’ll show you his cocks.  He’s awfully proud of them.” 
 
    “Them?” Hanzalla said.  “As in more than one?” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said.  “I am the destined prime male with two cocks, four balls, one cooing fan-base, and a partridge in a pear tree.” 
 
    “He’s a freakish aberration,” Rhys said.  “I’ve finally come around to my brother’s way of thinking.” 
 
    I sighed.  “Nobody loves a demon lord.” 
 
    Hanzalla smiled dropped.  Death entered his stare.  It was like a new personality took him over.  His hand caught my shoulder, slamming me against a wall.  “You want to explain what you mean by that?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “You’ve got something against demons?” 
 
    He stared into me like he could see the top five layers of my alleged soul.  And then let go, relaxing.  “You’re not a demon.  And that’s not funny.  We have an ancient prophecy on this world, too.  It says when the demon’s child comes, the heart of the world will break, and the fires of life will die.” 
 
    I had a brief flash of my zombie half-brother looking like a demon, wandering the bowels of this planet.  Nah, can’t be. 
 
    “I was raised by demons,” I said, “but I’m not one.  I’m Villager and dragon bred,” I said. 
 
    Hanzalla smiled once more.  “Is that how you were going to destroy me?  By turning dragon?” 
 
    I pulled the knife from my back waistband and held it up.  “No, I thought I’d just throw this through your heart when you weren’t expecting it.” 
 
    He looked at the knife.  And staggered, laughing.  He seemed to have trouble stopping to catch his breath.  “Ah, it hurts.  I’ve never laughed so much in all my life.  You are a master of comedy.” 
 
    “If you’re going to die laughing, don’t let me stop you.” 
 
    This guy didn’t have a life if he thought me a comic genius.  Though, powerful as he was, I didn’t mind being on his good side. 
 
    “What’s going on here?”  Gerard stomped toward us, sword in hand. 
 
    “Hi, butt-head,” I said.  “I’m back.” 
 
    ”Why,” he asked.  “I made a point of not going to look, hoping you’d get yourself eaten by a moss-pet or harpooned by a canon tree.” 
 
    “Sorry to disappoint,” I lied.  “Come meet my new best friend, Han.” 
 
    “Hanzalla of Sky’s Edge?” Gerard asked. 
 
    The man bowed with regal formality and straightened.  “Congratulation,” he said.  “I’m dating your sister.” 
 
      “The hell you are,” a new voice added.   
 
    I looked over at a doorway, at the armored goddess who’d abducted me and brought me to this just-short-of-Prime dimension.”  She too had her sword out, and a grim expression on her face.  Like Gerard, she’d come knowing there was trouble.  I looked at Rhys.  She must have used the access crystals to open the front door and to tip off her family all wasn’t well.   
 
    Way to go. 
 
    “Hey, Han,” I said.  “You got room at your place to put me up a few days?  I think I’m wearing out my welcome around here.” 
 
    He cocked his head to look at me.  “Han?” 
 
    “Your name’s too long.  I shortened it.  No need to thank me.” 
 
    The armored bitched glared at me.  “The only place you’re going is into the deepest, darkest pit I can find.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I flung the knife at her face.  “What comes around goes around until it comes around again—so there, bitch!” 
 
    Her sword blurred, deflecting the blade, sending it clattering away. 
 
    “Don’t you dare talk to my mother like that.”  Gerard plunged his sword toward my heart.
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    I slapped palms to the flat sides of his blade and added just enough extra pressure with one hand to guide the tip safely away from my heart.   Releasing his weapon, spinning with dragon-speed, I slammed an elbow into his right ear.  He went down like a sack of potatoes and stayed there, groaning softly.  It was clean, hard, and brutal.  I can proudly say barroom brawls have made me the man I am today. 
 
    “I am so getting tired of people trying to kill me,” I said. 
 
    Rhys’ mother walked toward me with rage in her stare.   
 
    Damn, here we go again. 
 
    Han got between us.  “If I may, I’d like to inform you of the reason for my visit.” 
 
    She stopped short, letting the point of her sword dip.  “Hanzalla, I’d like to know what one of the sky-born is doing in my keep, and in my personal affairs.” 
 
    He smiled as brightly as ever, anticipating only a happy response.  “I am here to inform you that I am dating your daughter.  I’d like your blessing.” 
 
    “My...blessing?” 
 
    “Ummm, it’s true, mother,” Rhys spoke up.  We’re seeing each other.  Going...uh...” 
 
    “Steady,” I said. 
 
    “Steady,” Rhys repeated. 
 
    “We are not only steady but sure-footed,” Han assured her. 
 
    My abductor stared past Han, straight at me.  “I know this is all your fault.” 
 
    “Next time,” I said, “don’t kidnap more than you can handle.” 
 
    Her eyes ignited with golden light, like evil stars set in her head.  “You are your father’s son.” 
 
    Her words were a punch to the guts.  “You knew my father?” 
 
    “Still do,” she said.  “Though I kicked him out of my bed long ago.” 
 
    I seemed to have trouble breathing. My body was there but seemed to have moved far away from my perceptions of it. I swayed on my feet.  Whispers in my ears from the dust—or something—were making me crazy.  The thought I had at that moment came from a place beyond sanity: She’s my fucking mother. 
 
    “You can’t be,” I said. 
 
    “Can’t I?” She said. 
 
    “You can’t be my mother!” 
 
    “It doesn’t make me proud, either,” she said.  “You have the blood of dragon royalty, and yet live down to the worse impulses of your father’s people.” 
 
    Rhys gasped in disbelief.  “Mom!” 
 
    Something in me snapped.  I flashed across the room and gripped her throat, driving her back into a wall.  I had no control of my hand.  Golden jags of dragon lightning seeped from my pores, wreathing my wrist.   
 
    I applied crushing force as her knee snapped up again and again with brutal force.  But my mind was a thousand years and worlds away, wound with bubble wrap.  All sensation was a mist of distant dreams, nothing to do with me.  And then she was collapsing under me, face red, eyes bulging.   
 
    I counted the seconds to her death, wondering how long it would take.  One...two...three... 
 
    Rhys’ voice broke against my back.  “Caine, stop!  I won’t let you kill my mother!” 
 
    I ignored her.  My sister.  My own damned sister who hadn’t bothered telling me the truth I had a right to. 
 
    Four...five... 
 
    A blast of golden energy slammed me from behind, burning the muscles of my back, setting fire to my skin.  I heard Rhys’ voice, sodden with tears, quivering just a little.  “Please, stop.  Don’t make me kill you.” 
 
    “Perhaps I have come at a bad time,” Han said. 
 
    Six...seven... 
 
    I dropped to my knees as my mother collapsed to the floor, still trying to pry my hand away from her throat.  Her body ignited with a whitewash of raw power.  I was blinded as the world washed away.  She punched into my floating ribs.  Several of them snapped, driving into a lung.  I gasped and wheezed. 
 
    Eight... 
 
    A savage scream broke from my throat as my shoulder blades melted and reformed.  Dragon wings grew out.  Struts of bone stabbed back against Rhys’ attack.  Muscle tendons, blood vessels, and thick, leathery skin grew in to encase the jointed bones.  The room grew smaller.  My hand spasmed.  I lost my grip. 
 
    My mother shoved me back away from her, fighting to her feet. 
 
    She dwindled.  My skin scaled over.  My neck and ass burned as new vertebra grew in.  My neck lengthened.  I felt a tail growing in.   I was turning into my dragon.  I didn’t think that was supposed to be possible in this place.  Then again, my inner dragon was a god too.  The dragons in the rest of my family were arrested by this dimension, a sacrifice to the overwhelming power they sought by other means.  I think they’d fused their souls to create a one form that could channel divine power.  They were no longer dragons in any way that mattered. 
 
    Some deep part of me wanted to laugh at the loss.  The rest of me snickered.   
 
    What can I say: demon lord. 
 
    I grinned as many new pointy teeth grew in, my jaw swelling.  My midsection lengthened and I felt the broken ribs healing.  And then my human mind sank into darkness as I became my dragon’s inner Villager.  I still had access to his senses.  It was like floating in darkness with a wraparound movie screen providing visuals and  soundtrack.  As the inner passenger, I no longer had control. 
 
    This was my dragon’s show.  His conflict to resolve.  In many ways, he was a younger, purer soul; a being of greed, lust, pleasure, just like me, but also a hurting animal very close to his emotions.  A creature who had no memories of our mother.  He’s never confronted his feeling about abandonment; she hadn’t thought him or me worth owning.  That would forever cut deep.   
 
    He’d buried them deep and pretended they weren’t there, but the time of pretense had passed.  
 
    I heard Gerard’s voice.  “Everyone get out!  This way.  Hurry!” 
 
    I turned, seeking out the brother who’d been kept.  The one who was so much better than I.  I roared at him with a dragon’s rage.  I wouldn’t let him live.  None of them.  I tasted copper burning in my throat and knew lightning was coming.  The storm was breaking. 
 
    No, that was the ceiling, as I continued to grow, and grow... 
 
    I lost the others in the falling rubble.  Shrugging away tons of stone, I rose on my hind legs and clawed my way to the sky.  Fanning great ribbed wings I shrieked a challenge at this alien world, my heart ignited; a torn and savaged thing.  My tail lashed in unsuppressed fury.  Golden lightning sleeted off my scales, burning the wind, pouring from my throat.   
 
    All around me, radiating from the world, I felt an influx of energy.  Where I’d been cut off from magic and divine power, my dragon commanded them easily—in sync to them on a primal level.   
 
    And I think I understood what I’d missed before.  He accepted emptiness.  At this moment, he was empty.  The god of emptiness.  Shadow was our creature to call because we were living emptiness.  It had been my refusal to claim this truth about myself that had kept divine power from me.  Power that let me reach beyond this dimension for the magic that was also my heritage.  Here, next to Prime, only an empty cup could be filled with more.  It was why this level stalled out everyone trying to get higher, into Prime itself. 
 
    I—the inner man—saw this.  My dragon didn’t care.  He just needed to share the immense pain tearing through him, now that he’d been rejected yet again by our mother.  This was the kind of pain only blood could wash away. 
 
    My wings beat furiously.  I lifted into the air, a divine light suffusing my enormous body.  Formerly, as a dragon, I’d been a shrimp; only half the size of a city bus.  All my limiters were gone.  I was quickly dwarfing all previous records.  This was a new me.  A new dragon. 
 
    I screamed against the world, soaring, rising, triumphant!  I wheeled into the wind. 
 
    There were distant explosions.   
 
    I looked down and saw the cannon trees of the lowlands.  They’d fired their cabled barbs at me, mistaking me for their natural prey.  A scream of lightning shattered the incoming missiles.  My dragon swooped.  I felt wind streaming across my wings and  molten copper in my mouth as fresh lightning spewed down into the woods, exploding bark, sending flaming chunks everywhere. 
 
    My dragon was in a mood to accept all challenges. 
 
    I pulled up and climbed, tearing swiftly past the escarpment, into the cyan sky with its sulfur clouds.  And there before us was Sky’s Edge, the city of the gods.  My dragon bore through the winds, heading straight there.  The floating mountain with its greenery and white temples grew larger as we approached.   
 
    Inside the back shadows of my dragon’s mind, I asked him a question: Why bother.  We should just go home while we can. 
 
    When this world is ash, my dragon answered. 
 
    Your issue is with Mom.  You’re still running, I said.  Like I always have. 
 
    He seemed to pause in the air, thinking it over.  If this world dies, she will die.  Problem solved. 
 
    He had a point, but it was a waste of power.  Han spared us when he didn’t have to.  Just go kill our bitch mother, and call it a day.  Besides.  There’s Rhys.  She accepted us.  Our sister.  Are you going to kill her, too? 
 
    She attacked us: my dragon said. 
 
    I was killing her mother.  Understandable.   
 
    She’s chosen her side. 
 
    I sighed.  You are such a big baby! 
 
    Am not! 
 
    I mentally rolled my eyes.  How have I become the voice of reason? 
 
    I carried the same pain of betrayal.  I wanted to run wild and blast things, too.  But it was like my emotions had been siphoned into my dragon, fueling him twice over.  On my side of things, separation from human form freed me from the body’s chemical tyranny.  Even the rush of adrenaline was only a secondhand flavor on the tongue. 
 
    Han appeared in front of us, regal though very small, his robes windblown into banners of war.  He stood on empty air, supported by his desire to be there, his face hard, unsmiling.  A blue light obscured his eyes, painting his face the same color.   
 
    He had the floating mountain behind him.  His whole posture was a message to us: This far only, I’ve drawn a line. 
 
    My dragon pulled up, working his wings, hovering.  Doing things the hard way. 
 
    This is stupid, I told him.  You’re acting like me.  This is how I usually get my ass kicked.  He can hold us here until the other gods in the city arrive.  You can’t hold your own against Selene.  You can’t handle a mountain of these guys—not by force, not with finesse, and not without a plan. 
 
    I chortled to myself.  Desperate solutions are always the best. 
 
    Now you’re scaring me, my dragon said. 
 
    If you want to strike out against our new-found family, let it go until they don’t expect it.  Strike out of the shadows.  That’s the Way  of the God of Emptiness.  Serve vengeance cold, savored for its very complexity. 
 
    You might be right, my dragon conceded. 
 
    Then let me handle this.  Give me back my body. 
 
    You’d better keep the wings.  We don’t know if you can channel these high-level divine energies just because I can. 
 
    Good point. 
 
    Looking out of my dragon’s eyes, I noticed Han growing bigger, which meant I was growing smaller.  Lightning no longer sheeted off my scales.  The transition went smoothly, painlessly.  And then I was back, standing on the wind, in human form, except I had dragon wings though they weren’t really necessary.  I folded them to my back.  With a thought, I wrapped robes of shadow around myself.  I added a sword of darkness, winged anklet boots, and on my head, an obsidian crown.   
 
    A thought carried me closer to Han.  The fire had dimmed in his eyes, but he wasn’t smiling. 
 
    “Sorry about all that,” I said.  “It took me a little time to get my inner dragon under control.  We both have deep, painful issues.” 
 
    He nodded.  “I understand.  The question is; are you going to let them get you killed?” 
 
    “No.  If I’m destroyed, there’s no guarantee the Flawless can be stopped.  I need to be bigger than my pain.”  I unmade the shadow-blade and emptied my hand. 
 
    He studied me a moment and nodded.  “Good decision.” 
 
    A legion of armored warriors dropped from the sky to stand on nothing behind him: backup. They were disciplined, holding a perfect formation, weapons bared and ready.  One eager jerk exploded past Han, desperate to save his leader from me.   
 
    I opened a disk of shadow magic, converting divine mana from this dimension into fuel for magic.  Black on black, I wrote a spell on the disk.  The warrior-god plunged into a webbing of black lightning that fried his ass and bounced him back, leaving him to tumble toward the ground.   
 
    Han sighed.  “Somebody go get that idiot.” 
 
    Several warrior-gods detached from their formation, plunging after the falling godling. 
 
    Han watched as I dismissed the spell-circle.   
 
    “Magic isn’t possible in this dimension.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “People always call what they can’t do impossible.  Then they go around judging others by their own strength.  It gets annoying after a while.” 
 
    You should come with me,” he said.  “I want to hear more about these Flawless of yours.” 
 
    “Come as a guest or prisoner?” I asked. 
 
    His smile returned.  “We’ll talk about it over dinner.” 
 
      
 
    *     *     * 
 
      
 
    The Great Hall of his temple was rectangular, lined with white marble columns.  A pitched roof covered it, blocking the sky.  The outer walls kept the eternal winds from being a problem.  A crater in the stone floor served as a fire pit and an oven.  Several cow-sized beasts—beheaded and skinned—were being roasted there.    Surrounding the roasting pit, several wooden platforms had drifted in and settled; Han’s dinner guests.  The platforms were cluttered with cushy pillows. 
 
    I sat with Han on his padded pallet.  He and I sampled a drink the color of strawberry wine but with the kick of eighty-proof  whiskey.  There was a subtle taste; the smokiness of a singed-barrel, aging.  “This is good,” I said. 
 
    “Excellent, in fact,” he said. 
 
    “So, have we decided if I’m a guest or prisoner?” I asked. 
 
    “Both,” he said.  “You are my prisoner, but I’ve granted you parole to come and go as you please—until you do something I need to kill you for.” 
 
    “By then, you might not be strong enough to kill me.” 
 
    “I’ll take that chance.”  He drained his cup and held it out.  A servant girl ran over with a bladder and refilled his cup.  “Without risk, life is boring.”  He stood.  “Come with me.  I want to show you something.” 
 
    I set my cup down and followed him as he stepped off the floating pallet to a marble floor.  We left the main space and stepped into a garden.  It was nice: floating tiers dangling flowering vines, grapevines, and little other boxes with fruit trees and fountains.  Everything moved like a kinetic sculpture.  We walked a path of drifting flagstones, descending to lower levels through a hollow axis. 
 
    Every so often, we passed mirror bands.  “Harvested from the mirror-beasts below,” Han said. 
 
    An echo in my memory, I remembered the forlorn cry of the mother mirror-beast when her baby had died.  “What purpose does this serve?” I asked. 
 
    “This shaft goes through the mountain, a mystic engine.  This cylinder pulls the mana from the ground, amplifies it, and uses part of that same power to keep us aloft.” 
 
    “And what’s the point of that?  I notice there are still people on the ground that seem to like it there.”  I thought of Vlinda’s clan and my so-called mother’s family. 
 
    “The dirt-huggers?” Han said.  “They just know their limitations and don’t want to be outshined up here among us.  Our lute and lyre competitions are pretty fierce.” 
 
    “How long have you shiny ones been up here?” I asked. 
 
    “About ten generations now.” 
 
    “You’re trying to go en mass, right?” I asked.  “How many more generations until your sky-city is ready to hit Prime?” 
 
    He took his time thinking it over, scratching his chin.  “Maybe a few dozen millenniums, give or take, if we push hard.  Building group compatibility to the cosmic enharmonics is no easy task.” 
 
    I stared.  “Your approach is to cultivate good vibrations?”   
 
    “Essentially, but that’s an oversimplification.” 
 
    “Well, nothing like having a plan,” I said. 
 
    “I know, right?”  He plucked a flower off a dangling vine and sniffed it, a man of vision with a poet’s soul.
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    Several times, men and women in fine robes tried to approach us, only to have Han wave them off.  He thoroughly grilled me on my past encounters with the Flawless.  I didn’t need to be a mind-reader to know his thoughts: What if they come here next?  We’d have to advance the time table drastically. 
 
    I was more than happy to tell him everything I could.  He could be a helpful ally, and if he knew everything, he’d have no reason to hang onto me as a source of information.  Talking served both our needs.  Plus he was bored. 
 
    A woman came over in ocean-blue robes, her hair a dark blue spill down her back.  She wore a silver crown set with sapphires.  Her eyes lids were dusted silver, her mouth stained red by berry juice.  Her lashes were darkened by kohl. 
 
    Han didn’t wave her off.  He stood and offered her a bow.  She inclined her head to him in greeting and shot me a penetrating glance.  “You’re collecting dragons, I hear.” 
 
    Han flopped back down and gestured to a pillow.  The woman settled slowly with a genteel display of grace for all to admire.  “I am,” Han said.  “I have to be tolerant of this one because he is the brother of the woman I am currently courting.” 
 
    A sudden, startled silence swept the room.  This was big news to everyone.  A quick buzz of conversation arose from the other pallets.    
 
    The woman we were entertaining took a moment to gather her composure.  Her eyes glittered with excitement.  A generous smile transformed her face.  “You are pursuing a maiden?” 
 
    “Yes, Mother.  So I’ll have to ask you to stop arranging those ambushes of yours where I am presented the latest enticement.” 
 
    “Just tell me you’re serious!” She demanded. 
 
    Han pointed at me.  “Would I put up with this creature if I weren’t?” 
 
    “Hey,” I said.  “That’s just mean.  I thought you had better breeding than that.” 
 
    The woman smiled sweetly at me.  “I’m sure he meant it only in the most benevolent way.” 
 
    “Just because I have a dragon soul, I’m disrespected?  I will have you know that I am the God of Emptiness, the Lord of Shadows, the High King of Fairy, and the God-Emperor of the Dragon World.  I am the consort to the legendary Red Moon Goddess Selene and to Gloria the First, Queen of the vampire race.  And the destined Champion of the Multiverse on top of that.” 
 
    Because of  Han’s earlier response, I didn’t mention that I was a demon lord, too.  Hardly relevant anyway. 
 
    “How long have you been among us?” Han’s mother asked. 
 
    “Call me Caine.  I’ve not been here long.  I was, uh, visiting family nearby, and chanced to discover the torrid romance seething beneath my very nose.  I of course feared for my sister’s virtue.  She is a quiet, proper, little thing with little experience in how beastly suitors can be in pursuit of their passionate aims.” 
 
    Han looked a little annoyed with my embellishments to his story, but it was his fault for copping an attitude.  Neither dragons—nor shadow-mage gods—ever forget a slight 
 
    “Torrid is perhaps too strong a word,” Han said. 
 
    “Why, you must be absolutely smitten!” His mother said. 
 
    “Oh, you should have seen them together,” I said.  “The king of gods humbled, by a maiden’s beauty and charm.  He all but swore his undying love,” I lied. 
 
    Han gave me a knock-it-off stare.  “As you have said, dragon-hearted one, it is too soon to press for more.  The Lady Rhys must be approached delicately, carefully, her heart won in cautious stages...” 
 
    “Why don’t you invite her to join us.”  I smiled with full malice.  After all, her brother and mother are here as chaperons to protect decorum.” 
 
    His mother clapped her hands together.   “A wonderful idea.  I shall send a messenger.” 
 
    I leaned toward the woman.  “My mother is a dirt-sider who lives in a hole.  She may be embarrassed before those who must shine so much brighter.  Perhaps you should be firm in your demand, and we can have a less public evening of things to settle everyone’s insecurities?” 
 
    Han’s Mom nodded with grave understanding.  “I will see to it.  In the meantime, Lord Caine, if you lack for anything, just let me know.  My son can not always be trusted to pay attention to his duties.” 
 
    I sighed deeply.  “How sorrowful you must be, bearing such a burden so bravely.” 
 
    “Oh, you have no idea,” she said. 
 
    “You should tell me about it sometime, in great detail,” I said. 
 
    She smiled and half-lidded her eyes.  Perhaps I will.  One of these days.” 
 
    “Mom!”  Han lurched up from his reclining, almost spilling his cup.  “I don’t think you should get too familiar with this genetic freak.” 
 
    I glowered at him.  “Excuse me?” 
 
    He glared back. “You told me yourself, your mark of prophecy.” 
 
    I nodded knowingly. “I understand.  You are intimidated—lessened—by the appearance of a true alpha male. You are embarrassed at your own limitations.” 
 
    His mother looked at him.  “What is he talking about.” 
 
    Han waved her over.  Red-faced, he whispered into her ear, then retreated into his drinking cup. 
 
    She looked at me like I’d just grown another head, which in a way might be considered true.  “It can’t be!” 
 
    I looked back with an utterly straight face.  “Two of them and a dozen times the stamina of your average god.  On my worlds, I am legendary.  And magically fertile.   My sister could very well give you grandchildren in record time.  You don’t have a problem with twins, do you?” 
 
    Deep in the back shadows of my mind, I heard the laughter of my inner dragon.  He was quite pleased to see seeds of the chaos I was planting.   
 
    I’ll teach everyone to god-swipe me. 
 
    Han’s mother flounced off the pallet, all but running to send off her messengers, and to prepare to receive her future in-laws. 
 
    Han stared at me with grave irritation.  “You have no idea what trouble you have just loosed upon the world and me in particular. 
 
    I smiled without care.  “That’s probably true.  We shall have to learn together.” 
 
    “I suspect,” Han said, “there will come a day when I shall deeply regret not having killed you upon first sight.” 
 
    His words warmed me deep inside.  “You know, I get that a lot.” 
 
      
 
    Rhys appeared an hour later with my alleged mother in tow.  Though solitary hermits, the request of Teryce, Han’s mother, wasn’t something easily declined.   
 
    Swathed in shadow robes with a crown of shadow on my head, I grinned as they approached.  My skin shone gold with the aura of an imperial dragon.  My dragon’s gold magic was just below the skin, ready to rise like a storm.  Slits in the back of my shadow-cloths allowed dragon wings to poke up, gently fanning for attention.     
 
    It was a reminder to my “Mom” of what she’d lost, besides me.  Normally, I do without the trappings of power, content to simply abuse it.  But the power I commanded once more proved I’d broken through the restraints of this dimension, and still had my dragon-soul intact.  I felt no pity for my mother’s amputation of her better self.  I did feel sorrow for Rhys.  She’d been born with only one soul and could never know what she and her brothers had been deprived of, born into almost-Prime. 
 
    The demon in me wanted to howl with laughter.  It was so funny; the sacrifice of half of their natures had never been necessary.  I wondered if that had been my dad’s idea.  He was fond of dark jokes.   
 
    I’m living proof; dark as he’d made me.   
 
    I still hadn’t heard where he was and what he was up to.  Not that I cared; you just want to know the directions from which disaster might approach.  
 
    Both sister and Mom approached the table carefully, seeing me there, sitting on Han’s royal pallet with him and Teryce. 
 
    “Hi, Rhys, nice to see you,” I called. 
 
    She looked at me, then slanted a look at our mother, whom I’d not acknowledged.   
 
    For once, Mom didn’t have a warrior’s helm hiding half of her face. Still not looking directly at her, I had to admit she had beauty and force of personality.  All the males in the room were looking at her with admiration and unease.   
 
    I picked up a goblet and drank, too sober for my own good.   
 
    Teryce flowed gracefully to her feet and stepped down from the floating pallet, welcoming the new-comers.  Leading them closer, Teryce’s smile was warm and inviting, especially toward my sister, Han’s prospective bride.   
 
    “Oh, my dear, I am so happy to welcome you among us.  Please, both of you take a seat, join us.” 
 
    I’d earlier suggested that we have less of an audience, but if anything, the Great Hall was much more crowded.  You’d think the Sky’s Edge had never had visitors.  Among the curious, I spotted the hot-headed godling I’d earlier bitch-smacked with shadow-magic.  He seemed mostly recovered, occupying a corner with several young friends.  I hoped they keep him on a short leash.    I was trying to be a good guest—within reason.   
 
    And my mother‘s provocation enough, just breathing.  She hadn’t suffered near as much as I’d have liked.  Heartless bitch. 
 
    She settled opposite me, Rhys between her and Teryce.  Han was next to me, his fingers also wrapped around a drinking cup. “So, Rhys, dear,” Teryce smiled, “tell me a little about yourself.” 
 
    “Well, I live at home with my Mom and brothers, I’m studying sword-play, and I’m being home-schooled in Divine Ascension, quantum mechanics, and magic symbolism.” 
 
    “That’s interesting,” Teryce said.  “In your studies, are you following a topical, elemental, or a naturalist approach?” 
 
    Uncertain, Rhys looked at her mother.   
 
    Mom said, “She’s studying the basics of all approaches.  There’s time to find a compatible niche later.” 
 
    Cosmic ages according to Han. 
 
    “That’s pretty much our approach up here in the heavens,” Teryce said. 
 
    Han leaned toward me.  “What about you?  That black lightning you used earlier was, well, shocking.  Never saw anything like it.  And this new golden glow...” 
 
    I felt the impact of Mom’s eyes.   
 
    “Both represent my parent’s corrupting influence,” I said. 
 
    A small gasp escaped my sister.  I made a point of not looking to gauge her response.  She might think it was important to me. 
 
    I pushed on with my answer.  “My father was a Villager, a shadow mage who’d stolen power from Bella Donna,  the goddess of the hell-dimension Tartarus.”  I looked at my mother.  “Speaking of the man who’d poisoned my soul as a baby, whatever happened to that soulless piece of shit?” 
 
    Rhys and Teryce gasped in unison. 
 
    Han choked on a swallow of wine. 
 
    My mom answered with no hint of emotion in her voice.  “I kicked him out years ago.  Once and a while, he gets in touch with my sons.  He knows I want nothing to do with him.” 
 
    Rhys looked at me.  “What do you want with him?” 
 
    “One of these days, I plan on killing him.”  At last, I looked over my cup, through slit-eyes, at my Mom.  “It’s the cost of betrayal.” 
 
    She looked at me.  “Vengeance is the gift of the strong.  If you are strong enough to succeed, then you have much to thank us for.  The weak don’t practice forgiveness because they want to.” 
 
    “I don’t even know how to spell forgiveness,” I played with my cup, “but I understand it begins with an F, as in fuc—” 
 
    “Caine!” Rhys cut me off.  “Can I speak to you privately for a moment?” 
 
    I looked at the pleading in her eyes.  “Sure.  You’ve never stabbed me in the back.  Not yet anyway.” 
 
    We stood and stepped down off the floating pallet.  Rhys took my arm and dragged me off to stand by a pillar that soared over us, holding nothing up.  The lined pillar was capped by an orb-shaped capital.  There were several more close by, surrounding a crystal pool with blue-green water plants in it.  Tiny reptilian lizards sat on the water pads, rubbing their stiffened tails to produce musical rasps.   
 
    “So, what do you want to talk about?” I asked. 
 
    “Mother’s suffering because of you.” 
 
    “If I believed that, I’d be happy.  But you need a heart to suffer.” 
 
    “She has one.  She’d have kept you, but she and dad were coming here to get the power they’d need to stop the Flawless.     She’d had dreams, visions.  She’s faced the coming battle all her life.  And bringing you would have destroyed you as an infant, with what you were carrying.  How you’re doing as well as you are is a miracle.” 
 
    “Coming here was never necessary,” I said.  “I’m the one chosen.  I, too, have dreams.  And have answered prophecy.” 
 
    “Not any prophecy we’ve ever heard of.” 
 
    “You don’t spend time in Fairy.  Face it, your mother and father—” 
 
    “Our father and mother.” 
 
    “Screwed you and your brothers over, too.  You were meant to be twin-souled, not crippled with one.” 
 
    “Mother didn’t know.  She didn’t understand that dad was seriously mental with a hatred of dragons that somehow existed in defiance of his love for her.  It was how he found it so easy to infuse a shadow-beast into your soul.  He managed to hide the fact that several other reflections of Prime would have worked—without destroying magic-infused dragon souls.” 
 
    “And when her eyes were unveiled and she knew, why did she never return for me.”  Something seemed wrong with my voice; it trembled with emotions that just weren’t in me.  Strange. 
 
    “You were thriving, you had friends, your legionaries.   I think she came to Earth a few times, checking up on you.  She wanted to reach out, to explain her choices.  But the hatred in your heart was more than she could bear.” 
 
    “Until she showed up, beat me senseless, and dragged me here so my dragon could die.” 
 
    “That’s just how it looks to you.  She knew you’d become a god on your own.  She knew a dragon-god soul could survive here.  And she knew you still hadn’t pushed yourself as hard as you needed to so you’d survive the Flawless if you were their destined nemesis.” 
 
    “So, getting god-swiped was for my own good?  I just need to kiss and make up with her and say all is forgiven, let’s have crumpets and tea?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “I’m a demon lord, a dragon-god, and my father’s black-hearted son.  It’s not going to happen.” 
 
    Tears spilled from Rhys’ eyes.  “I know.” 
 
    I put my hands on her shoulders.  “Then stop trying to fix me.  It can’t be done.” 
 
    “I will never believe that.  One day—” 
 
    “One day nothing.” 
 
    She threw her arms around me, giving me a taste of the sisterly love that had long ago been stolen from my life. 
 
    I sighed.  “Stop hugging broken glass.  You’re going to cut yourself to ribbons.  Let me go.” 
 
    She didn’t budge. 
 
    I forced her away.  “We should get back.” 
 
    She just stood there, eyes brimming, shadows of sorrow swimming in those depths.  I couldn’t stand to see it any longer.  I turned and walked back, leaving her to follow—or not.  Her decision. 
 
      
 
     My mother was silent as I passed her, sitting down once more, keeping my gaze to myself. 
 
    She spoke to our hosts.  “I’m sorry.  You didn’t invite us to hear about our dirty laundry.” 
 
    “I’m very glad to have lively company,” Han said.  “It can get boring up here in the clouds.” 
 
    “What’s for dinner?” I asked.  “Angel food cake with whipped cream and sprinkles?” 
 
    Rhys returned and took her seat. 
 
    “We have mana-charged apples and fried locust tarts, sea-snake fingers, and a nice seaweed salad,” Teryce said.  “All designed to complement the ambrosia.” 
 
    “Ambrosia?” I asked. 
 
    Han tapped his cup against mine.  “It’s the dew of the dawn, the food of the gods;  what you’ve been drinking.” 
 
    I looked into my cup.  “Is this stuff going to get me drunk?” 
 
    “Probably not,” my Mom answered. 
 
    I looked up at Han.  “What’s the point then?” 
 
    “Immortality and it heals wounds,” he said. 
 
    Rhys spoke mechanically, “I’ve studied its alchemistic properties.” 
 
    I noticed the hot-head in the corner was shrugging off the restraining hands of his friends, heading toward me.  Oh, good.  I get to kill someone.   Maybe that will make me feel better.  Violence usually did. 
 
    In the back shadows of my mind, golden eyes opened.  My inner dragon stared at me.  How come you get to run amok, but I can’t? 
 
    Fine.  I’ll let Han handle this.  Surely he’s not so bored he’ll let me kill one of his followers. 
 
    My inner dragon sniffed and wiped away a crocodile tear.  My manling is finally growing up.  You make me so proud! 
 
    Oh, shut up. 
 
    Our conversations stilled as the young god stopped, facing our pallet.  His eyes burned with divine rage.  Oddly, it was directed at Han rather than me.   
 
    Han met the man’s gaze with a bored expression.  “You have business with me?” 
 
    The young man pointed at me without looking my way.  “How can you take his part against those who serve you?” 
 
    “Those?” Han said.  “You mean yourself.” 
 
    “I do!” 
 
    Han’s smile dimmed but was still there.  “Joss, go back to your friends and finish getting drunk.  I don’t want to make your mother cry over your body.”
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    “My unwanted presence is 
 
    the gift that keeps on giving.” 
 
      
 
                                   —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Joss’ accusing finger wavered while persistently singling me out.  “What makes him so special?” 
 
    Teryce spoke to her son in a low voice.  “Spare him.  He’s a child still, learning to be a man.” 
 
    Han nodded minimally and stood to face his accuser.  “You want to know why I welcome this stranger in our midst?  We are gods; born in the divine energies of this dimension, we’ve had a major advantage. This stranger is from the failing, weaker reflections of Prime.  Yet he made a god of himself.  And more than that, he alone of all of us has shown potential to breach Prime itself.  I, for one, want to understand this for the sake of our people.” 
 
    The young godling finally looked at me.  “Potential?  His mother is one of us.  She’s right there at the table with his sister.  How is he different from them?” 
 
    Two souls and enough honesty not to hide my evil. 
 
    My mother stood and stepped off the pallet.  She stalked toward the young man.  His arm swung to his side as he watched her.  She stopped but her arm swung in a vicious cuff across the man’s face.  The blow rocked his head and sent him stumbling back, twisting at the waist.  He staggered to a stop and swung back around to face her, his face red, his eyes wide in disbelief.  It might have been the only time in his life that anyone had ever hit him. 
 
    I hated my Mom’s guts, but I begrudgingly admired her style.  If only she’d loved me enough to raise me, I wouldn’t have minded being beaten on a daily basis.  Among the demons, growing up, I had been anyway. 
 
    No, fuck it.  I don’t want anything from her.  Not even an explanation.  She can cry me a river on the way to Hell. 
 
    The young man grabbed the side of his face. 
 
    Mom said, “This is why you will never be special.  At this point, had it been Caine I’d struck, he’d already have his sword at my throat.  You want your dreams handed to you.  All you sky-dwellers do.  Your ancestors lifted their cities into the sky.  Since then, you’ve gone no higher.  You accept what seems impossible instead of kicking it in the teeth.” 
 
    In a way, it was an accidental complement.  She had no use for me, but at least valued me higher than these godlings. 
 
    She turned, eyes searching.  “Come along, Rhys.  We need to go home and repair the damage some straying dragon made.” 
 
    Rhys smiled all-around the pallet at everyone. “Sorry, got to go. It’s been...interesting.”  She pushed herself up and ran to join our mother.  They left together, walking quickly, but not running before this bunch.  That would have lacked dignity 
 
    Han muttered into his cup.  “I guess we’ve been told.” 
 
    I finished mine as well.   
 
    “It might be best if you give up on this girl,” Teryce said.  “They are definitely not our kind.” 
 
    “I have to agree,” I said. 
 
    Both of them looked at me.   
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    The temple shuddered.  A vibration filled the air.  The whole city felt like it was listing.  I got that riding-down-in-an-elevator feeling. 
 
    “Seriously,” I said.  “What the fuck.  Are we falling?” 
 
    “The city can’t fall,” Han said.  The heart stone of the planet provides the inexhaustible power we depend on.”  There was panic in his voice, betraying the fact that he and his people weren’t real gods, having only borrowed power and the nerve to steal it.   
 
    The big fakers! 
 
    I put down the cup and stood.  “I’d check on it anyway if I were you.”  I jumped off the pallet as it lurched under me.  I hit the floor.   
 
    “I-I can’t see anything.  My clairvoyance is gone!” Teryce said. 
 
    “I feel my power slipping away,” Han said. 
 
    I surrounded my hands with golden jags of dragon magic while shifting into my god-form: shadow armor with four golden vanes stabbing out of my back like swords.  I hovered above the floor.  “My power seems to work fine.” 
 
    The mountain lurched and the two of them sprawled close to me.  There was screaming from the other pallets which had also dropped to the slanted floor.  Han grabbed my ankle.  “You must save the city.  Don’t let it crash and break!” 
 
    “Do you intend to pay for my services with gold or jewels?” I asked.   
 
    He’d been a good host, and I had no reason not to help, but demon lords have principles to live down to.  One firm rule was No freebies: always get paid.   
 
    The temple went dark with suffusing shadows.  Even the flames leaping in the fire pit were black.  My golden aura flared and subsided.  The city was mine.  Because it was now mine, I straightened the structure and strengthened it.  I sank, falling through it, eventually coming out of the rounded bottom.  The ground rushed closer. 
 
    I pointed down at the ground, feeling my authority over the intervening nothingness.  I said, “No!”   
 
    A spinning disk of shadow runes appeared at my fingertip.  Gravity ran near-empty under the mountain.  It settled gently toward the road where I’d seen the mirror beast killed by the hover tank.  I moved off to the side, blurring across miles, so the mountain wouldn’t sit on top of me. 
 
    The shape of the mountain’s underside was bowl-like, one up-curved edge hanging over the neighbor’s compound, casting it into natural shadow.  I pulled my magic back to myself.  The mountain settled a little but didn’t go rolling away.   
 
    Turning intangible, I became a pure shadow, winding past the fallen mountain and its temples, shooting up into the sky.  A three-dimensional human shape, I loomed high into the sky.  Eventually, I could see several other cities.  They, too, were in trouble.  The evening was already coming, but I hurried things along, stretching out my shadow so it wrapped the world.  The falling cities were within me.   
 
    I hardened myself enough to give them resistance.  They settled much slower, returning to the earth they’d long disdained.  I had a suspicion Abel had done all this as the weird answer to an ancient prophecy.  I didn’t feel guilty having brought him here.  I’d been brought here, too.  My brother’s appearance flowed out of that crime. 
 
    Dear old Mom can take responsibility.  That seems to be her thing these days. 
 
    I condensed my shadow, dwindling back to human scale.  This left me under the bowl of Han’s city, on the neighbors stretch of land.  I stood inside their walls, outside the hanger with the hover tanks.  The concrete domes were lit up by field lights.  The gate to the front road was closed.  And there were guards on the wall.   They’d yet to see me. 
 
    A passing mechanic in coveralls wiped the grease from his hands with a rag.  I held up a hand.  “Excuse me, I’m looking for Vlinda.  Can you let her know I’m here?” 
 
    He stopped and turned to give me a once-over.  “And who are you?” 
 
    “Caine Deathwalker, a living legend, hero, and rogue god.  She’ll want to see me.” 
 
    The mechanic nodded toward the closest dome.  “Come with me.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Sure.”   
 
    He’ll take me to where there’s more security and turn me over to them—he thinks. 
 
    I followed along to the dome.  My guide went up to a security panel and placed a palm against it.  The door opened to reveal two men in uniform.  The mechanic pointed over his shoulder at me with a thumb.  “We got an unauthorized visitor here looking for the princess.” 
 
    The guards grinned and swung chrome rods toward me.  “Come along quietly,” one of them said.   
 
    The other guard grinned.  “Or make us hurt you.  I’m fine either way.” 
 
    “You mean you haven’t heard?” I asked. 
 
    They paused.  The first one answered.  “Heard what?” 
 
    “I am Death.” 
 
    They laughed.  The mechanic wandered off. 
 
    I laughed, too.  And then I stopped.  Black and gold jags of raw power wreathing my fists, a grayish-green divine aura rolling off of me like a killing miasma. 
 
    They stopped laughing and opened fire.   
 
    Too little, too late. 
 
    The guard’s blue chrome rods spit chartreuse beams, but I advanced at god-speed, less than a blur in the air as I crowded them, avoiding their fire.  I seized their rods and their weapons shattered into a glittery rain.   
 
    Both guards swung their fists with vigor.  Were such blows to land on a human, instant death would have resulted.  Though tougher than human, I simply shadow-phased my torso.  Their fists passed completely through me.  They lurched off-balance, finding no resistance.   
 
    I walked on.  Their humiliation was of greater value to me than their deaths would have been.   
 
    Killing is easy.  Too easy.  And at times, too close to mercy.  Fear is better.  It hallows a man; a gift  from the God of Emptiness. 
 
    Other guards ran to intercept me. 
 
    “I suppose a lesson is needed.”  I sent my divine aura forward, interested to see what this new quality could do.  The new guards hit the sour haze in the air.  They withered, drained of their godling life and power.  I even tasted their souls.  Flesh wrinkled and stretched thin, bruising.  They lost mass, looking like victims of prolonged hunger.  They slumped, tottered, and fell, eyes rolling back in their heads. 
 
    By the time they sprawled on the floor, they were dead for centuries as even their time was devoured.  The horrific effect pleased me.  More guards were closing in, but they stopped, backing away. 
 
    “That’s no godling,” one of them said. 
 
    Another guard, a lean woman with sword and sidearm on her uniform, very carefully refrained from touching either.  She eyed me.  “Who are you.  What do you want.” 
 
    Good question.  I channeled Freddie Mercury of Queen and pulled out a song from the Highlander movie to answer them, lifting a fist in triumph.  “I am the one, the only one.  The God of Kingdom come.  Gimme the prize!  Gimme the prize!” 
 
    “Prize?  What prize.” The guard asked. 
 
    “For now, I’ll settle on what I asked for.  Vlinda.  Bring her here.” 
 
    “What do you want with her?” The lady guard asked. 
 
    “We’re friends.  She’ll want to see me.  Go tell her that I’m leaving for Prime and I want to know if she’s interested in coming along.  I’ll wait here while you ask.” 
 
    A group of the ground-dwelling godlings ran into the dome.  One of them yelled ahead to those who’d stopped me.  “It’s not just Han’s city.  All the sky cities have fallen.  Their people are powerless now.” 
 
    “The ancient prophecy,” I said.  “You guys have a demon running loose on this planet.  It’s why I’m moving on to a classier neighborhood.” 
 
    The woman who’d been questioning me swung toward the newcomers.  “What about Han?  What does he say.” 
 
    The scout said, “Han is no longer first among us.  He said—if we can find him—Caine Deathwalker is the last hope of our world.” 
 
    One of the first guards I’d spared crowded closer as the lobby filled. He outed me: “This guy said he’s Caine Deathwalker.”   
 
    There was a stunned silence that lasted several heartbeats as all eyes turned on me.  The lady guard broke the silence.  “You are the supreme god of the realm now?” 
 
    I shrugged in an attempt toward modesty that was defeated by my grin.  “Maybe, there’s still my mother.  But once I get back from Prime, I’ll settle with her.” 
 
    There was a stir as someone arrived and pushed through the crowd to reach me.  It was Vlinda, pretty in an obvious, ill-mannered way.  Still glaring with contempt.  “I hear you’re claiming to have ascended.” 
 
    “Yeah.  Confronting my past has cleared a few chakra points for me.” 
 
    Her face creased at my use of the Earth word.  “Don’t worry about me.  I’m heading to Prime.  Want to come?” 
 
    “Me?  You want to take me?” 
 
    Every coal mine needs a caged canary to test the air.  I smiled.   “Sure.  You made a real impression the last time I was here.” 
 
    The lady guard touched Vlinda’s arm and spoke with a low voice: “Something about this just isn’t right.” 
 
    I shrugged.  “You had your chance.”  I turned toward the door and lifted myself with a thought, drifting  through the crowd.  I got halfway to the entrance before Vlinda called out, running toward me, her boots clomping loudly.  “Wait!  Give me a day to think about it.  You’re asking me to make a trip that I might not be able to return from for a long time.” 
 
    If ever. 
 
    I turned back toward her but kept drifting toward the door.  I imagined opening a portal to Prime and shoving her through to see the immediate effect, remembering the demonic transformation my zombie half-brother had made when coming here.  Even if the attempt were to leave her shattered, it might be interesting.   
 
    “Fine,” I said.  “One day.  I’ll be back this time tomorrow.” 
 
    I went intangible, an expanding shadow that swelled out through the dome, rising into the air so I dwarfed the compound, standing there, looking at Han’s fallen city as the night crept closer, the first alien stars—pinpricks of green fire—jeweling the evening’s darkening velvet sky. 
 
    I thought I’d pop in and check on Han.  And maybe steal a few bottles of that ambrosia he’d served me.  I expanded to touch the city, a living eclipse.  Contracting, dwindling to human size once more, I’d closed the distance.  I stood in god-form except there was no concealing darkness across my face.  I walked to Han’s temple and entered, finding the place deserted.   
 
    Once they found him as powerless as themselves, his friends moved on.  Most people don’t really want to obey God; they want permissive love or Santa with a big bag of gifts. 
 
    On the Dragon World, after becoming God-Emperor, I’d had a simple understand with the Black Clan which formed the bulk of my worshipers: obey absolutely, don’t ask for much, and live how you want unless it pisses me off.  That had seemed to work pretty well. 
 
     As I drifted just inches off the floor, a woman’s voice brought me to a stop.  “Why have you returned.  I thought you’d be out finishing the destruction you started.” 
 
    I turned toward the speaker.  It was Teryce, Han’s mom.  I looked at her unsteady sway and the bottle in her hand.  “I didn’t do this to your people.  I saved all of your floating cities.” 
 
    “How are they saved?” 
 
    “They aren’t falling and crashing.  A lot of your cleric energies are gone, but you’re still godlings by birth.” 
 
    “So is everything else on this planet.  That doesn’t put us atop the food-chain.  That’s why it was so important to have a buffering distance between us and the ground.  This stupid ball of rock worshiped us, trying to reach the heights we attained.  That envy and desire fed us power.”  She took a swig and staggered closer.  “How did you break the faith of the ground?” 
 
    “How would I even know to do that?”  I drifted up to her and snatched the bottle away.  “I think you’ve had enough of that.” 
 
    And I need it more.
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    “The birth of a new evil is  
 
    not without pain to the old.” 
 
      
 
                                   —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Teryce beat weakly on my chest.  “You’re mean.  I bet you you don’t even have two cocks.”  She pulled back and slapped a palm low, caressing the smooth shadow-armor covering my privates.  “Why don’t you show me what you’ve got in there?” 
 
    I smiled.  “Why don’t you show me what you’re hiding in the hand that’s still behind your back.” 
 
    She straightened.  The drunken attitude evaporated.  She’d been playing me.  “Not falling for it, huh?” She asked. 
 
    “Where’s Han?” I asked.  “You should be with him.” 
 
    “He’s gone on a spirit quest to find his inner truth.  He says you became the right kind of god when you came to understand your true nature.” 
 
    “Is that what I did?” 
 
    “Your mother poured you out, a sacrifice to open the portal that got her here.  You weren’t meant to have a purpose beyond that.” 
 
    I glowered.  “Who have you been talking to?” 
 
    “We’ve known about your family for decades.  We keep track of dangerous renegades.  We don’t want just any kind of gene-trash breaching Prime and claiming ultimate power.”  She brought her hidden hand into view.  She held a dagger of pale gold, shimmering with divine energy.   
 
    In the back shadows of my mind, golden eyes appeared as slits, then orbs.  My dragon’s thoughts touched mine: A divine relic.  The power in the weapon is strong enough to kill a god.  I want it. 
 
    “What are you going to do with that?” I asked. 
 
    She looked at her hand as if surprised to see the dagger there.  She shrugged and tossed it aside.  “Nothing, I guess.”  The blade hit the floor with a clatter and skidded further away.  She held out the bottle.  “Drink with me.” 
 
    I smiled.  You only had to ask.  I’m always thirsty.  The God of Emptiness can never be filled.” 
 
    “Are all your victories empty as well?” 
 
    “Of course.  That’s why they must be fully savored before they’re gone.”  I took the bottle, up-ended it, and drank deeply.  Bringing down the bottle, I looked at Teryce again.  I’d have handed back the bottle but she was busy unpinning her robes, letting them slide down to pool at her feet.   
 
    Her naked flesh was well-toned, smooth, and perfumed.  Eternal youth and beauty hadn’t faded with the bulk of her power.  Her sex was decorated with a cropped triangle of golden hair, making her private paradise easy to find.  I smelled her arousal.  Her breasts were high and firm like apples.  Her nipples were hard pebbles.   
 
    “I want to know if it’s true; what was said of you.  Are  you doubly blessed: a fulfillment of ancient prophecy?” 
 
    “This is hardly the place for show-and-tell,” I said. 
 
    “There is a garden nearby where we can pass a few hours.  But first, satisfy my curiosity.  I want to see your hidden wonders.” 
 
    Something was off.  Why have me unarmored here?   
 
    What’s important about this location? My dragon asked. 
 
    Ah, the dagger is here.  Once we leave, it is out of easy-recovery range.  She hasn’t given up on killing a god.  And she has her heart set on me.   
 
    My dragon rolled his eyes, sighing with sibilance.  One way or another, I am so  damned irresistible. 
 
    I pushed her away.  “Not happening.” 
 
    Her hand shot to the side, palm open.  “Come!” 
 
    Nothing happened.  She looked over to where she’d tossed the dagger.  It was gone.  There was only an empty floor.  She looked back at me, stomped her foot, and marched off—showing her ass. 
 
    I looked over at where the dagger had lain.  “That’s odd.”  I hadn’t stolen it  and I hadn’t seen anyone else around who could have.   I settled a few inches to the floor and walked over.   
 
    And Abel appeared from the waist up.  His lower half was missing.  The earlier change I’d seen in him had set-in, completing.  He was red-skinned, fanged, wearing overly large horns, with eyes set in  deep shadow.  His ashen eyes glowed softly, lit from within,   As I neared, my own legs appeared under him.  He was using a killed mirror beast for cover.  His earlier rage was gone, replaced by stone-cold cunning. 
 
    “Looking for me?” I asked. 
 
    He closed his mouth, hiding his fangs, and hopped over the dead mirror beast, landing just out of reach.  I wondered if it was the same mirror beast that  Vlinda had killed earlier with her hover-tank.   
 
    Abel held the missing dagger in his left hand. 
 
    “You used to be right-handed,” I said.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “You’ve teamed up with Teryce?” I said. 
 
    More nothing. 
 
    “Cat bit off your ton—” 
 
    He lunged with the blade. 
 
    I’d killed him when only dragon-fast.  I was faster now.  Sliding diagonally past him, catching his wrist, I rotated it and pushed down on his exposed elbow: a basic armbar but done at god-speed.   
 
    He rolled forward to straighten the arm I held, but he didn’t pull free.  He let me anchor him as he rolled back to me, swiveling on his back, driving both heels toward my face. 
 
    I let go, sidestepping, and fell over the dead mirror beast.  My peripheral vision hadn’t registered it.  Going with the motion, I went intangible, sinking into the marble floor. 
 
    I’ll just come up behind him. 
 
    Under the floor, I swam along and surfaced like a diver coming up for air.  He was where I’d been, holding his hands in the air, like a man surrendering—except his fingers pointed off to the sides, palms upward. 
 
    He’s holding the mirror beast, my dragon said. 
 
    Yeah, I figured that out.  But where’s the dagger? 
 
    I leaped into the mirror beast, still intangible, and ghosted through it.  Coming out of the beast, I watched Abel scrunch down and assume a combat pose.  It was mirror-reversed from the way it should have looked. 
 
    I told my dragon what I’d just realized: Somehow, we’re fighting his mirror reflection.   
 
    Then where is Abel? My dragon asked. 
 
    Abel’s mirror image shattered, spraying fractured pieces of him that faded to nothing midair. 
 
    The real Abel clamped onto me, weight on my back, an arm across my throat, cutting off breath. 
 
    Tricky as the devil, my dragon said. 
 
    I think this place has made him a real devil.  I turned my chin into his elbow so he couldn’t choke me, and held onto his arm as I kicked my feet up, crashing him to the floor with my weight on him.  He’d gripped his wrist to apply extra pressure across my throat.  Hitting the floor, he released himself.  His hand came back into view with the dagger in it, the point swinging toward my face. 
 
      I went intangible, sinking into him.  Reaching for the knife,  I pulled it in even faster so the tip cut into his face. 
 
    He hissed in rage. 
 
    I sank through him, into darkness, swam a few feet, and surfaced. 
 
    He was gone, leaving small dribblings of purplish blood on the floor.  I looked for the mirror beast.  He had to be hiding behind it again.  It reflected the floor perfectly, but the edges didn’t match up.  It took only a moment to spot it, now that I knew what I was looking for.   
 
    I faced the mirror beast.  “Come out, come out, wherever you are.  It’s been fun, but I need to kill you now.” 
 
    Nothing moved.  No sound.  I listened with dragon-hearing.  I suffused the area with my godly presence and touched nothing living, semi-dead, or even full-on zombie.  Abel had hauled ass and was gone.  His tactical abilities and perceptions had evolved quite a lot.  Death had improved him.  Or this place had.  Of course, he still needed killing.  Again. 
 
    The question was; how was he hiding from my divine senses so well?  During the fight, the mirror beast had shielded him.  He’d even possessed it at one point, sending a mirror image to kill me in his place.  I looked at the mirror-beast and tossed jags of golden edged, black lightning at it.  The carcass exploded, fragments of mirror getting all melty and clouded.  
 
    Abel hadn’t been inside.  And now there were no pieces large enough to hide him.   
 
    Ah!  But I know where to find mirrors.   
 
    In the city’s engine shaft.  Han had shown them to me by way of the garden.  I headed in that direction.  If I didn’t find my half brother, it meant he’d gotten off the ship and gone to ground.  Finding him them would be more trouble than he was worth. 
 
    Maybe that’s what he’s counting on.  He thinks I’m easily distracted by shiny things. 
 
    I headed toward the garden entrance to the drive.  My footfalls echoed, loud in the space.  Passing a pallet that no longer floated, I snatched up a decanter of ambrosia, feeling savagely torn between guzzling it or saving it for black market profiteering.   
 
    Demon lords have expenses. 
 
    I reached the garden with its tiers of trees and plants.  These were anchored to the surrounding walls of the upper shaft so they hadn’t fallen in when the divine power went out.  The floating flagstone paths were gone, probably crapped out by the mountain as it settled.  I stared down the throat of the shaft at the mirror bands.  Abel could be hiding inside any of them; he’d demonstrated that ability.  The only way to know for sure if he was that close was to wreak havoc. 
 
    I smiled and jumped out into space.  I dropped like an anchor until I stopped myself with a thought.  Mirror bands encircled me.  My image had me surrounded.  I turned slowly, looking for a red, horned head to poke out of one of the mirror-beast sections.  All I saw was my own magnificence: a black man-shape with golden vanes fanning from my back, my face exposed, the skin glowing softly gold, and my eyes harshly bright. 
 
    “Come out, Abel.  I know that you’re probably here.”  
 
    Back to being a god and all, and High King of Fairy, I had to stop lying.  It could cost me my magic.  That was a rule fey lived with.   Even those who were outsiders who’d stolen power among them.  Fey magic had its own laws to obey. 
 
    “Hard way it is.”   
 
    I spun on a vertical axis.  Held out in front of me, my hands were buried in a blaze of imperial-dragon lightning.  The gold jags leaped away, exploding mirror surfaces, gouging out the first ring section.  Closing the spin, with one circle burned out, I made another circuit, blasting and slagging.  I was about to start the third turn when a pale pink mist fell out of the next ring down.  The mist shone like a trick of light, falling down the shaft to escape.  
 
    Molecular conversion?  Hey, wait!  Get back here. 
 
    I dropped after him at god-speed.  Near the bottom of the blocked off shaft, he stopped dead and I overshot, slamming a crater into the ground.  He was using finesse to beat my greater power, the scheming bastard.  He hardened, taking on a deeper red.   
 
    He smiled with withering contempt—though I might have been projecting.  “Having trouble, mighty God of Shadows?” He asked. 
 
    I smiled.  He was monologuing.  This was my chance.  When people run their mouths, they often lose focus on important details.  “Yeah,” I said.  “I must be getting old.”  I prayed to myself that he wouldn’t notice the small shadow runes slithering over the broken earth, sliding into pockets of deeper shadow.  I straightened and made a show of dusting off my legs.  “You were never this focused before I killed you.” 
 
    “I have to thank you for that, and for infusing me with shadow magic, and for bringing me to a reality where all that I was could be reborn.” 
 
    “Into what, exactly?” I asked. 
 
    “The song of death!”  He opened his mouth wide and screamed a tone that spiked into my head.  Pain came.  If I were human, I’d have died, eardrums ruptured, ears bleeding.  But the dust clots I’d picked up, that had lain dormant for a while now, puffed and hardened, using their divine power to resist. 
 
    I was able to focus, but grabbed my ears and thrashed from the waist up as if in unbelievable agony. 
 
    He should have fled, ghosting into the wall, but he thought he’d won—silly fool.  He swooped closer and the dagger that Teryce had wanted to use on me shone brightly in his hand with god-destroying power.  He plunged the point at my heart. 
 
    Having come in range of the shadow pockets I’d enchanted.  Buried tree roots surfaced and sped to him, winding around him, coating him shadow runes I’d prepared just for him. 
 
    He dropped the knife, struggling, and flickered between pale pink mist and solid red.  Tangible and intangible, the vines held him, extensions of my will.   
 
    His smile of triumph turned into a grimace of desperation.  “Hey, maybe I’ve been too hasty.  We can talk this out, don’t you think?” 
 
    And give you time to think of a way out?  I don’t think so. 
 
    My golden dragon aura mingled with my shadow aura, turning the whole area a sickly greenish-gold.  The divine pallor washed over Abel, eating into his flesh, bubbling it, spoiling the meat with decay.  I rotted him alive.  And he felt it all, the slow death from within, more and more of his reborn body losing function.  The nerves seemed to have gone first since there was no screaming, no expression of pain, just ugly, unquenchable hate he’d take with him into his final darkness. 
 
     “Damn you!” He cursed. 
 
    “I’ve already been damned by life.  And I’m doing my best to enjoy it while counting empty blessing.  Do us all a favor and just die.” 
 
    “I’ll do nothing you want.”  He forced a root-bound hand to his face, gouged out an eye, and ripped his tongue out by the bloody roots.  The two organs fused, fighting to live.  He released them and they darted into the shaft wall, immaterial refugees. 
 
    “And what good is that going to do you?” I asked. 
 
    He didn’t answer, preferring to die with a gurgle of blood in his throat.  He slumped and turned to grit that sifted through the roots, dropping to the bare ground.  I released control over the roots and scourged the earth with lightning. 
 
    They say fire purifies.  I hope so. 
 
    I rose out of the thick smoke, ascending the shaft, giving up on the idea of going immaterial myself and trying to catch the tongue-eye critter.  It would be hauling the ass it didn’t have, looking for the deepest hole to hide in. 
 
    Oh, well, every world needs a devil or two to make them interesting.  Han will be happy.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    “A zombie-demon half- 
 
    brother is a pain in the ass.” 
 
      
 
                                   —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I flew clear of the temple and hung in the cyan air, under sulfur-tinted bands of cloud.  I stared across this garishly-painted world that had become mine by default: burnt umber earth, turquoise lakes, and olive and emerald forest.  There was no sense of harmony; just a vying for attention.   
 
    What use could I make of this place?  I couldn’t bring people with a dragon-soul that wasn’t divine.  Colt and Selene would be fine.  Judging by Abel, Lilja would be made even more dangerous; this world would put a merciless edge  on her.  That wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.   
 
    Actually, I didn’t want Selene running amok here, doing experiments on god-rocks, god-lizards, and god-trees.  She’d be dragging the weirdest shit home.  The more I thought about it, the wiser it seemed to keep all this to myself.  It helped that I wasn’t sure I could even get home from here, or come back again.  I hadn’t come under my own power or by any method I knew.   
 
    Somehow, I doubted my mom was going to be helpful, even if it meant getting rid of me.  Rhys... 
 
    She’s the one to work on.  But not yet.  Since I’m right next to Prime, I might as well poke my head into it and see what’s there I can beg, borrow, or steal.  Any demon lord would. 
 
    I was doing more than standing on nothing, wool-gathering.  I was showing myself to the world as the god of this world, letting the god-planet know the sky was mine.  A solitary traveler, I floated across mountains and seas, desert, and Savannah.  The lower world had been conditioned by the city-dwellers to worship what was above them.  That worship came to me now, a palpable wave of power, reinforcing my own.  I soaked it up, suspecting I’d need massive energy to punch a hole in the walls of reality and reach Prime.  Gods had been trying to get there for ages without much luck. 
 
    Amid the influx of cleric power, I tasted a sour note that made me want to spit.  There was a discordant tone in the air.  Both sensations grew stronger.  I looked around for something out of place and saw a stone slab rising toward me at great speed.  It wore a leather harness, tamed.  Gerard stood upon it, holding reins tied to the harness.  
 
    He sky-surfed at me with a hella-big broadsword strapped to his back.  A small short sword rode his hip.  He wore some kind of slate-green leather tunic and matching leggings, and a yellow cloak that matched the occasional surfer clouds on the horizon.   
 
    The expression on his face was decidedly pissed as he cut me off, glowering, reaching for the short sword. 
 
    Coming for blood.  Fine.  I’ve been wanting a piece of you since we met.  A chunk of spleen or liver will do. 
 
     I looked past him to see if he was alone, or if family members were going to interfere.  I saw no one else. 
 
    “Caine!” He bellowed. 
 
    “I can hear you.  You’re only ten feet away.” 
 
    “You’ve gone too far this time.” 
 
    “I’m insulted.  I go too far every time.  I’m not an underachiever tied by Mommy’s apron strings like you.” 
 
    “You made her cry.  Again.  It’s going to stop!” 
 
    “Because you say so?” 
 
    “Because you’re going to e even more damaged when I’m done thrashing you, demon trash!”  This wasn’t a conversation; he was reciting lines from a play in which he’d cast himself as the hero.  His eyes were a little glazed and he spewed outrage.   
 
    I held up a hand with two fingers raised.  “How many fingers am I holding up?” 
 
    He didn’t answer.  His neck was muffled in cloth.  From the folds near his right ear, I saw something moving.  I desired to know what that was and my godly perception enveloped him.  Under the wrapping, a long red tongue gripped his neck.  Atop the tongue, a single angry eye rooted in it, glaring with impossible depths of fury.    It was what was left of my step-brother Abel.  Now, a tongue-eye devil. 
 
    So, that’s where you got off to.  You found a weak mind to control.  I hope you don’t think I’ll hold back. 
 
    I reached into the ether, wondering if my pocket universe had settled down enough to use as a conduit.  I wanted my straight katana, the one my dad had once left with me.  Its titanium length was well-suited to channeling divine power.   
 
    Nothing came to hand.  Either nothing could get through my shadow-verse, or I was so far from Earth, days or weeks might be needed.  Thinking of such distances made my head hurt. 
 
    As an alternative choice, I willed the black shadow in my right palm to jut up, elongating into an edged bar of darkness.  I wreathed the shadow-blade with golden lightning.  The blade was a symbol of my parents; unifying power from both of them in an uncomfortable blend that wasn’t supposed to be possible. 
 
    I swung the sword as Gerard flew in on his rock, slashing down at my head.  Our blades met with a clash and a scream of power.  Gerard screamed as well, putting his violent heart into the blow.  My arm barely wavered.  And then I thrust back against his short sword.   
 
    The flying rock carried him backward a few feet. 
 
    I pressed in, closing the gap.  His sword smoked from the brush with the lightning I wielded, but it didn’t seem damaged.  Coming from this place, it, too, probably wanted to be a god. 
 
    Our blades connected, locking up as we strained.  I put a kick in his gut to break his concentration.  It didn’t help.  He was controlled.  I needed to carry my attack to the tongue-eye holding him captive. 
 
    Shadow-runes crawled over my armor—black on black, hard to see—as I prepared a half-dozen spells for quick release.   
 
    Copying my kick, Gerard kicked for my balls.   It wasn’t fast or fluid.  I think if Gerard had been fighting on his own, he’d have done better.  The tongue-eye was having a hard time coordinating multiple actions.   
 
    He should have picked a body with more natural skills and brain cells.  Gerard is the type who feels his way through his battles. 
 
    “Burn!” Dragon-fire leaped from the spell-circle on my armor, washing him like napalm.  He ducked low to hug his rock, and it flipped its bottom up to shield him. 
 
    That’s just cheating.  It’s three on one. 
 
    The second spell-circle I’d prepared, Dragon Voice, activated so my voice would become a force of compulsion.   If the tongue-eye had to struggle harder controlling him, it would be less effective against me. 
 
    “Gerard, wake up!  See that you’re being controlled.” 
 
    Dropping away from our battle, his rock fell fast.  I’d been right.  Then it occurred to me that I’d provided him with an escape.   
 
    “Hell, no.  I’ll tell you when I’m done with you.”  I fell after him, my back vanes driving me ever faster with a trailing web-work of golden jags stabbing the sky.  My sword pointed straight at Gerard’s head.  If I had to cleave his brain to free him from his new demon-friend, so be it.   
 
    No need to thank me. 
 
    Even falling, he couldn’t escape me.  I blurred past dragon-speed to god-speed.  He turned the rock belly-up so I couldn’t see him.  But I still sensed his life, his godly emanations.  I pushed for even greater speed, remembering what my mother had achieved. 
 
    Fuck-all!  I will surpass god-speed! 
 
    The universe moved. 
 
    I stood on air below the rock, its rider clutched in one hand, my sword slicing  through the stretchy tongue around Gerard’s throat.  Overhead, time began again.  Shattered rock, rock dust, and splaying lightning burned in a wash of gold.  Fragments reigned down.  I banished the sword I’d made, and used my freed hand to snatch the tongue-eye, pulping it in my fist. 
 
    As I opened my hand, the pulped tissues of my enemy pulsed, trying to hang onto life.  I filled my hand with golden lightning, consuming it utterly. 
 
    So much for the devil in this paradise. 
 
    “Unnngh, what happened?”  Hanging in my grip, Gerard pulled himself together, grabbing my wrist.  “Caine?  Why are you holding me up.” 
 
    “If you want to fall, I can just let go.” 
 
    “Fall?”  His toes twitched, searching, but he found nothing to stand on.  He looked down.  “Yikes.  How’d I get way up here.” 
 
    Chunks of rock, boulders, streamers of grit plunged past us but my will fended off the mess.  I wiped the ashes off my hand, onto his leather tunic. 
 
    Gerard had yet to get any answers, but he kept jabbering on.  “Last thing I remember...” 
 
    I was trying to decide exactly why I’d saved his useless ass at the last second.  It wasn’t an obligation of blood.  We’d never been family.  And I certainly didn’t like him.  I think, just before madness set in, I’d seen Rhys in my mind, crying  over his lifeless body.   
 
    That image had bothered me.  For some reason. 
 
    “Hey, I remember now!  You made mother cry!”  Hanging in my grip, he threw a punch at my head. 
 
    I lifted him higher and lowered my face so he split his knuckles, on the top of my head, bruising his hand.   
 
    And then I let go. 
 
    “Really, what kind of a god needs a rock to fly?” 
 
    Looking down on the world, I watched him flail as he fell.  It was quite entertaining.   
 
    Sadly, a streak of white-gold light side-swiped him, catching him, hauling him away. 
 
    “And he’s saved by someone’s divine intervention.  People just can’t leave well-enough alone.  Me included.”  I sighed.  “I’ve had enough of this place.  Even if Vlinda hasn’t decided, I’m going.  I’ve got empires to build, people to kill, the Flawless to battle.  And there’s a fence here I’ve just got to peek over.” 
 
    I moved with a thought, descending toward Vlinda’s compound.  As I landed, a bunch of people appeared with weapons, but no one tried them out on me.  They’d learned better.  “Where’s Vlinda?” I asked. 
 
    One of them bowed slowly, keeping his eyes on me.  “We’ll send for her.” 
 
    “Fine.”  I stood there and waited.  And waited some more.  Just when I was about to give up, she came pushing through the ranks of the soldiers.  She looked quite a bit different from before.  Her military gear and garb had been traded in for soft, pretty girly stuff.  Her gown was silver-gossamer, her tiara a thing of blue pearls and sapphires. Gold threads of glitter in her cloak caught the installation lights.  Her shoes were glossy black like her clutch purse.  She’d washed up and applied fresh makeup.  A floral perfume scent clung to her bare arms and neck.  She looked good.  Certainly worth fucking with the lights on. 
 
    “Ready to go?” 
 
    “I thought you’d give me more time.” 
 
    “I couldn’t bear it.  I had to come back.” 
 
    Her face heated and she looked away.  “You’re really going to take me to Prime with you?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    Why risk myself when there’s you to endanger? 
 
    Her eyes scanned the smooth shadow-armor I wore and the golden vanes stabbing out of my back.  “Well, you do clean up pretty well.” 
 
    “I do, don’t I?  Ready?”  I held out my hand. 
 
    Her hand came slowly to mine.  We were about to touch when a male voice yelled from above us.  “Stop!  I won’t allow this.” 
 
    I looked up, tasting a strong aura on the wind.  A man in midnight-red armor dropped from the sky, settling slowly the last few feet.  His presence forced us apart.  He didn’t carry a sword; sword edges were incorporated in his armor, especially his forearms  and shins.  Blades sprouted from his shoulders and spikes were fixed to his knee-joints so a knee to the gut would become a true experience to die from.  An iron collar circled most of his neck with just a small gap in front.  His helm was bare, with no frills or plumes.  And from the deep recesses of the eye-slits, a cobalt glow fanned out. 
 
    Vlinda put her fists on her hips.  “Dentin, what are you doing here?  Dad already told you not to come around anymore.” 
 
    “I can’t let you make a mistake this big.  You’ll ruin the rest of your life.  How well do you even know this creature?” 
 
    Creature? 
 
    “Kinda getting personal, there, aren’t you?” I asked. 
 
    “You stay out of this,” he demanded.  “You don’t have her best interest in mind.” 
 
    True.  I decided to change the subject.  “I’ve been wondering this for a while, but why do you guys bother with massive walls when people just drop in out of the sky whenever they want?” 
 
    Holding a blue-chrome rod weapon, one of the watching soldiers  muttered, “I’ve been wondering that myself.”  Several of the soldiers wandered off, probing deeply into the mystery.  Those still standing around were in relaxed postures, not at all concerned about this intruder. 
 
    Must be a local boy. 
 
    Vlinda however was getting quite heated, snatching her hands from his gauntlets.  “You already said your mother doesn’t approve of me.  What’s changed?”  
 
    “Uh, about that, we were thinking of joining your quaint little community here.  Mother has had a change of heart.” 
 
    I smiled.  “You mean now that the sky city is downed, and there are no walls to fend off wild beasts, wandering forests, or creeping killer moss, she’s decided she likes the nice strong wall they have here.” 
 
    Vlinda looked at me.  Then at Dentin.  “And since my father runs this place, getting back with me gives you instant status.  You’re trying to use me.” 
 
    “But you get to be with me.  It’s a fair exchange.” 
 
    “Ick!”  She backed away from him.  “Does someone want to kill this bug for me?” 
 
    For some reason, everyone but Dentin turned their faces to stare directly at me. 
 
    I caught Vlinda’s eyes.  “So does this mean we’re going?” 
 
    “Sure.  We can leave now.” 
 
    “Vlinda, no!” Dentin whined. 
 
    I blurred at god-speed, grasped Vlinda, swung her up into my arms, and leaped into the air.  Recovering, she put her arms around my neck.  “You are quite bold, sir.” 
 
    “I take what I want.  It is the natural right of the strong.” 
 
    Wait, didn’t Mom say that to me recently.  Fuck!  Of all people to quote.  I’m disgusted with myself. 
 
    Tasting a pursuing vibe, I knew Dentin was giving chase.  I slowed, high above the compound walls where I could see the fallen sky city.  Among the grounded temples, campfires burned.  The fallen godlings had reverted to primitives. 
 
    Dentin shot up to confront me, his face hard with desperation.  “Give her back.  I had her first!” 
 
    I draped Vlinda over one shoulder to free up a hand.  This was as good a place to jump dimensions as anywhere.  I opened a shadow portal under dentin.  A black maelstrom bloomed at his feet, engulfing him.  All that turbulence from Bella Donna’s dying dimension had eased somewhat, but was still wild and dangerous.   
 
    I looked up as Dentin was boosted into orbit, shredded into large chunks.  Abel had only survived because he could feed on that darkness and heal himself with it. 
 
    Wiggling, Vlinda forced herself down from my shoulder.  She turned in my arms to stare at the hell I’d opened.  She gasped and shouted against the roar.  “That can’t be Prime.” 
 
    “It’s not.  Just the gateway I’m going to use.” 
 
    I carried her into the dark storm, its currents spinning us like an amusement park ride.  I had a brief flash of Mom standing there, looking at me with sad eyes.  They seemed oddly moist.  I blinked and she was gone. 
 
    Rage exploded from my heart.  I used that and godly emanations to counter the portal.  At the point of contact, a rift opened.  A savage white light swallowed the darkness.  A gray infinity spilled out to calm the air.  I drifted up to the intersecting spaces and looked in.   
 
    Eager, Vlinda kicked off me and dove in.   
 
    I watched her physical structure unwind down to the quantum level.  And then she was gone: the ultimate evolution.  She’d become pure vibration, a ringing tone much like a joyful scream. 
 
    The song dampened down the black winds and in moments, my pocket dimension turned calm and serene. 
 
    The hole to Prime began to close.   
 
    I let it.  A little disappointed that that was all to the peep show. 
 
    Okay, fun’s over.  Time to go home.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    “I hate respecting people I hate.” 
 
      
 
                                   —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I was about to plunge in and see if I could will myself across the dimensional barriers when a hand fell softly on my shoulder from behind.  “Caine?”   
 
    It was Rhys’ voice.  I turned to see her back in warrior armor but wearing no helm or sword.  A bright blue cloak whipped in the wind, held by the gold-disk pins at the shoulders of her armor.  They were happy little, stylized suns.  Her golden hair would have whipped but a delicate torc-style headband of braided gold restrained the gleaming flow. She stood on air, supported by her will.  I stood on nothingness because that’s what I’d become.  My golden aura washed into hers.  They blended in harmony.   
 
    “You are the only one in this place I’ll probably miss.  Just a little.  It was fun tormenting you,” I admitted. 
 
    “That’s what family is for.  You’re leaving now?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “I’ll show you the way.” 
 
    “Okay.”  I drifted backward until I hovered over my portal’s mouth.  Slowly, I lowered myself into its darkness.  She followed down the well into my private infinity.  With a thought, I sealed us in.  “What now?” 
 
    “Now we move the way gods are meant to.  Ready?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “How can I know?” 
 
    “Gods emanate.  They fill.  They don’t so much travel as decide where they want to be, and reality bends to accommodate.” 
 
    “So I click my heels together and say: ‘there’s no place like home?’” 
 
    “The mechanism is simple.  The power to do it; immense.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Of course.  It’s a god-thing.” 
 
    She held out her hands for mine.  I completed the circuit.  “Close your eyes and feel me.  I’ll translate us; you just try to feel for the mechanics of it so you can do it yourself later.” 
 
    “Okay.”  I closed my eyes and focused on her fingers hooked in mine, two spots of warmth in a universe of cold.  Her divine aura was a soft song of power that matched the heartbeat of my own.  “You have mastered emptiness.  That means that anything can fill you.  Any song, any truth.  You are the hollow that cups the multiverse.  Feel it turning in your thoughts like a stone in your hand.” 
 
    I created the mental image.   
 
    “Feel for the heat of love, the warmth of those who wait to welcome you.  When you find that spot that anchors you, you will know where everything else needs to be,” she said. 
 
    “That sounds way too simple,” I said. 
 
    “Divinity isn’t complex.  It’s the ultimate simplicity, which is why so many sages and wise men fail to grasp it.  It takes a child’s mind to see and best understand.  Everyone else is overqualified.” 
 
    My heart pulsed in time with hers. Somehow, we’d synchronized.  And with every beat, I felt myself thinning, expanding.  She stayed with me.  I kept the sensation of her fingertips.  Pulse after pulse scattered my substance.  But I’d filled a world before.  There was nothing scary about this. 
 
    Time washed through me and faded, unneeded, ignored.   
 
    “Feel for the love others hold for you,” she said. 
 
    Lust?  Obsession?  Sure.  But Love?  That might be stretching things. 
 
    Her voice stiffened with command.  “Don’t doubt.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say.” 
 
    We pulsed together and the darkness of my pocket peeled open.  Hell-dimensions wheeled past, a blur of hot smoky colors and neon tints.  Seen in succession, there were hints of pattern to the random splatters.  The divine end of the spectrum was far behind us.   
 
    “Feel through all of the strangeness for the fire you know.  Go into that light.” 
 
    Go into the light.  What?  Am I dying here? 
 
    And then I did feel a fire, the warmth she’d talked about.   I willed it to come closer, calling with my cleric energy.  My scattered essence contracted so I lost perspective on the wheeling dimensions.  I crashed at god-speed back into physical density, arriving in a thunder-clap more felt than heard. 
 
    And I was home.  Rhys hovered nearby, her eyes roving freely, taking in my home. 
 
    In the back shadows of my mind, golden dragon eyes opened.  Bro.  You know that’s not... 
 
    I cut him off.  I know.  Leave it alone for now. 
 
    I hovered mid-air in the crimson fortress of the Red Moon.  It was the library with its reading areas. Tables, lamps, and extensive shelves.  The rooms moved around on their own, so I wasn’t sure of where exactly in the fortress I’d arrived.   
 
    Shrill, murderous screams filled the air.  I wasn’t quite sure if they were from one or both of my kids.  But my straight katana was in hand, the titanium blade channeling shadow magic and crawling with golden lightning jags.  I applied what I’d learned and moved the Red Moon’s reality so that I was deep into the stacks, where the screams were loudest.  From now on, what I wanted could just come to me.   
 
    The screams broke off; one into a gasp, the other into a guilty yelp.  Lilja had Colt pinned against a shelf, dangling a two-foot slug in front of his face.  This was one of Selene’s escaped experiments.  It had two fanged heads, telescoping eyes, and a barbed tail dripping green venom.   
 
    Relief washed across Colt’s face.  He held a pearl-handled revolver, but instead of aiming it at the bug, it pointed at Lilja’s head.  I don’t think she realized her younger brother had been about to blow her into her next life.  She greeted me with a smile, not acting at all like I’d caught her torturing someone. 
 
    “Oh, hi Daddy.  You’re back,” she said. 
 
    “In the nick of time, it looks like.  What are you doing, pumpkin?” 
 
    Her smile—so like mine—widened without repentance.  “It’s so funny daddy.  Little brother is afraid of bugs.”   
 
    “And as a favor, you’re trying to help him overcome this weakness?”  I settled to the floor and dismissed my sword and armor, wrapping myself in black slacks, tee-shirt, and sneakers made from shadow.   
 
    “I didn’t ask,” Colt shrilled.  “Dad, get her off me or I’ll be as irresponsible as she is.”  He made it sound like a serious threat.  Though younger, he had more combat experience due to time-jumps  and sharing his consciousness with his older selves.  I could tell from the edged passion in his voice that he stood on the brink of siblingcide.  Of course, Lilja was a reincarnated shadow-beast.  Chances were she wouldn’t stay dead. 
 
    I decided not to chance it.  Selene would somehow make this all my fault. 
 
    I waved and a shadow-portal swallowed the devil-slug, plucking it from Lilja’s hand.  “Hey,” she said.  “I wasn’t done with that.” 
 
    “Put your manners on.  Your Aunt Rhys is here for a visit.”  I turned and gestured to where she hovered down an aisle, several feet above the ground. 
 
    Colt and Lilja both stared. 
 
    “Company?” Lilja said. 
 
    “Aunt Rhys?”  Colt lowered his weapon and broke away from his so-called sister.  He walked closer to Rhys, staring up into her face.  “Is that her real—” 
 
    “Colt,” I said.  I need to have words with your sister.  “Why don’t you take your aunt upstairs and show her your room.” 
 
    He looked back, saw my intense stare, and didn’t argue.  “Sure.  This way, Auntie Rhys.”  He walked past her, around the end of the shelf, and I listened to their voices recede in the distance.  I sat on a stool meant to help people reach high shelves.  I looked up into Lilja’s face.   
 
    “I want to go with them.  I didn’t know I had an aunt.” 
 
    “We’re going to talk about your punishment first,” I said.   
 
    Her eyes went wide.  “What did I do!?” 
 
    “You got caught.  What am I always telling you?” 
 
    “Be good.” 
 
    “Be good or don’t get caught.  You got caught.  Worse than that, you pushed your brother to the edge of violence and never realized how close you were to death you were.  Such a lack of awareness can kill you a dozen times over; and we don’t know how many extra lives, if any, you have to spare.” 
 
    Her outrage crumbled into understanding.  “You’re right.  I’m sorry, Papa.” 
 
    “Sorry is too easy to say.  There needs to be a consequence this time to drive the lesson home.  Selene’s going to expect at least that much parenting from me.  She’s carrying Colt now.  Her protective instincts over him are going to start peaking.  In less than nine months, Colt will be here as a newborn.  He’ll be a clean slate, your precious brother.  It’s a chance for you two to start over.  And as his big Sis, who’ll often be left alone with him, I will hold you strictly accountable for his safety.  You need to show me you’re grown up enough for the extra responsibility.”   
 
    I reached out and took her small, pale white hands in mine.  I stood and escorted her from the stacks.  We moved into the open, heading for the hallway door.  “The Flawless have allies that can jump time.  They will start showing up to kill whomever they can.  I need to know you will fight like a big-sister should to keep her baby brother alive.  That means your attitude toward him needs to change.” 
 
    “Yes, Papa.  Papa?” 
 
    “Yes, daughter?” 
 
    “What if he dies, but it’s not my fault?” 
 
    “Your mother will cry.  I’ll be sad.  And the timeline into the future where we win this war might vanish.  The whole multiverse will be snuffed out.  Even you.  In fighting for Colt, you will be fighting to give yourself the best future.” 
 
    I stopped and opened the door.  We went through, emerging in the basement where she kept her eyeball collection in mason jars filled with water.  “Stay here until your Aunt leaves.  You are in time-out.” 
 
    “Yes, Papa.”  She didn’t sound like she minded.  “But is that  who you think?  I smelled deception when you were introducing her.” 
 
    “It’s not your real Aunt Rhys, but we’re letting her get away with it.” 
 
    In the back of my mind, my dragon said: I knew it! 
 
    “Who is she, Papa?” 
 
    “My vile, evil bitch of a mother.  She transformed her face and is about the same size, but she forgot to adjust her bust-size.  It’s the small things that always trip people up.  Rhys is half a size smaller.” 
 
    “What does Grandma want?” 
 
    “Time with her precious grandchildren.  I’m keeping you away from her because once she understands your nature, she might turn hostile.  I want her to have a good visit with Colt.  It rewards him for putting up with you.” 
 
    “Hey!  That’s mean.”  She wandered off a bit to gaze into a jar at a pair of brown eyes that were probably new to her collection. 
 
    “Also,” I said, “this way, she’ll know what she’s missing out on when it never, ever happens again.” 
 
    My inner dragon shuddered in appreciation.  Damn, that cold -blooded. 
 
    Lilja turned back to me.  Her eyes widening.  “Oh, I see.  The best torture doesn’t leave a mark.  It scars the heart.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “What about our real Aunt Rhys, Papa?  Is she our enemy, too?” 
 
    “No.  I’m willing to let her visit.  She’ll go back with reports on the grandchildren.  That will be salt in the wounds.” 
 
    Lilja grinned.  “Papa, you’re so clever.” 
 
    I held up an admonishing finger.  “These are our secrets, the same way this collection is your secret.  What is spoken in darkness needs to stay in darkness.” 
 
    “Yes, Papa.” 
 
    “Deception is the face we demon lords show the world.  Even if you don’t feel it, you need to become Colt’s most avid defender.  It will earn you respect and praise, and give you leverage with others.” 
 
    “So it really is to my benefit.  Don’t worry, Papa.  I’ll become the bestest big sister anyone’s ever seen.” 
 
    “Good.  I’m counting on you.  If I ever fall in battle, you will be the one to pick up my sword and fight on.  You’re the only backup plan there is to me.  I don’t intend to fail, but accidents happen.” 
 
    I turned and walked into the door I’d come by.  Instead of taking me back to the library or hallway, it let me out on the second floor, outside Colt’s room.  I stood there, letting them have their time together.  Through the door, I could hear happy voices.  They were having a good time.  I could taste my son’s demigod emanations easily; they reminded me of the saccharine sweet orange flavoring of a lollipop.  The divine emanation of my mother was similar to Rhys’, floral, but sharper, with more subtle notes in the bouquet, hints of sage and spearmint. 
 
    I burned that flavor into my mind, branding it deeply. 
 
    A crimson light filled the hallway. 
 
    I turned and saw Selene coming toward me, portaling in from off-world.  I put a finger to my lips, a signal for silence, and held out my hand.  She took hold and I led her away.  We went down the corridor, through what should have been a closet, and emerged in our third-floor bedroom.   
 
    She closed the door.  “Who is that with our son?” 
 
    “My sister, supposedly.  Actually, my mother nin disguise.  We’ve been working somethings out at the end of time and space.” 
 
    “I’ve never met your mother.  I’m not sure my future selves have either.  There are some things we don’t talk about.” 
 
    “Don’t let on you know.” 
 
    “Why can’t we know?” 
 
    “Then I’d have to act and it will turn ugly.  I’m doing this for Colt, giving him something I was denied.  All I need is to be able to justify this small kindness to myself.  Otherwise, my hate won’t let me do it.” 
 
    “You are growing ever more complex on me, my husband?” 
 
    “Do I need to apologize to Bella for standing her up?” 
 
    “She saw the damage to the hotel and surrounding city.  She knows leaving wasn’t your idea.  But she’s still been in a bad mood.  She’s been taking it out on the foreign tigers that have been giving our Vietnamese friends so much trouble.” 
 
    “Things have been hot while I was gone.” 
 
    “Exciting, certainly.  Joshua’s waiting to brief you.  I knew this moment was coming, so I told him to do what he needed to, and we’d be along, eventually.” 
 
    “We’ll go.  Once Mom leaves.” 
 
    I could still sense her emanations.  She’d never be able to hide from me again.   
 
    I’d said it was for Colt.  That was true.  It was also because demon lords appreciate a good thief.  She’d known I wasn’t going to give her access to her grandchild.  The one she knew about.  So she’d stolen the time she wanted. 
 
    My dragon said: I can respect that. 
 
    Unfortunately, so can I. 
 
    Colt enjoyed his visit with his “aunt”.  She left in a dazzle of light, not bothering to look me up afterward.  I think she suspected that I suspected her.  She left cleanly, without disrupting my home.  Soon after, Lilja popped in from exile.  I saw her outside Colt’s door.  Selene and I were about to leave for a meeting at Kieu’s restaurant and wanted to impress upon the kids the need to be tolerable of one another. 
 
    I stood with Selene, watching as Colt answered the knock at his door.  He poked his head out of his room and frowned.  “What do you want?” 
 
    “I’m here to say I’m truly sorry.  I was mean to you and you have every right to hate my guts.” 
 
    He came out a little more, looked down the hall, and saw us.  Colt swung his face back to his older sister.  “They put you up to it.” 
 
    Lilja shook her head no.  “No, they didn’t.  Papa did talk to me a long time.  He explained how our family has got to look out for one another.  How I need to start clean and start doing right by you.  You don’t have to like me.  I deserve that.  But I hope you’ll give me a chance to show you I can be better.” 
 
    Selene touched my arm with a gentle caress.  “Every time I count you out as a decent father, you surprise me.” 
 
    “I still think this is some kind of a trick,” Colt said. 
 
    He’s wise beyond his years. 
 
    “Okay, I’m going to go sit in my room by myself now.  It’ll be safe if you want to come out.  And...I hope you had a nice visit with our aunt.  I wanted to meet her, but Daddy said I needed to be punished.”  She turned away.  “G’night.”   
 
    She got two steps before Colt stopped her.  “Wait.  Why don’t you come in?  I’ll tell you about her.” 
 
    Lilja turned back quickly.  “Can I?  Really?” 
 
    “Sure.  But this is the last time I’m ever going to trust you.  And I’ve got the gun Julia loaned me.  You’ve been warned.” 
 
    They went inside Colt’s room.  The door closed.  All was peaceful silence.  And not in an ominous way. 
 
    “Okay,” I told Selene, “we can go.”

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    “Catfights involve claws, but are 
 
    mostly hissing and bristling. The 
 
     winner is the most dramatic. 
 
      
 
                                   —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Selene’s portal took us to Earth and dwindled away once we emerged.  It was early evening here.  Kat was waiting.  She led the way past a little neighborhood take-out pizzeria.  I enjoyed the smell of bubbling sauce, Italian herbs, and pepperoni.  We crossed the street to a corner on 30th Street.  This block was upper-end residential, mostly two-story homes, mostly brick, in the million-dollar range.  Halfway down the block, we’d passed several tiger clan sentries.  They didn’t look happy to see us. 
 
    “Are we about to walk into a blood bath?” I asked. 
 
    “Only if things get out of hand,” Kat said.   
 
    She was a small woman, lithe, graceful, and currently letting her inner cat nose out.  Her ears were pointy, fuzzy, having migrated to the top of her head.  Her hands were fuzzed over as well, her claws out.  Dropping out from under a black skirt, her cat’s tail flicked with nervous energy.  Her bright green eyes had vertical pupils.  Other than these changes, she was still human.  Domesticated cat shifters never went full-cat like the tiger shifters but could hold their own.  
 
    I think some of the tiger-shifters would have liked to play with if she’d been alone.  Several of them stared at her with interest. 
 
    “This is the place,” Kat said.   
 
    It was gray brick with bay windows on two floors, off to the side of a pentagon archway that sheltered front stairs leading to a red-painted door.  Tigers liked blood red.  Such doors often marked places they’d claimed.  It was why they hated the new Vietnamese cafe with its Red Moon decor.  Over the archway was a bedroom with more bay windows, a common element on this street. 
 
    To either side of the door were two tiger shifters.  Like the others we’d seen, they were in human form but the eyes betrayed them.  Both were blonde and looked like twins.  One wore a dark blue suit with no tie.  The other matched him in style, though favoring a charcoal gray.  Both colors were good for blending into urban shadows. 
 
    The one in navy smiled down on Kat.  “That was fast.” 
 
    “Our phones are spelled to get service on three other worlds.  Is everyone still out in back?” She asked. 
 
    “Sure,” the one in gray said.  “Go on in.” 
 
    We passed them and entered a foyer.  Dust was in the air.  Renovations were in progress.  This had once been a duplex but the front doors had been removed along with a separating wall.  This kept the foyer from being as cramped as originally designed.  We ran into no one else, moving across pecan flooring, past bright white walls.   
 
    The hall led to a galley-pantry with endless drawers and cabinets.   This now bridged two kitchens, merging them into one: a home chef’s dream.  We went left.  There were a couple of tables, two breakfast bars, and stainless steel appliances.  The walls were still white but there was black trim.  In a far corner were sliding doors leading out to a wraparound deck. 
 
    We went that way.  “There’s some reason we couldn’t have portalled in?” I asked. 
 
    “The tigers are expecting an attack. They’re jumpy.  They have important prisoners to show us.  We might have set off more than we wanted to by just popping in.” 
 
    We went outside on the deck and had a view of a huge backyard that has once been halved.  It was surrounded by a high fence that any cat shifter could have leaped half trying.   
 
    “It’s okay,” Kat said.  “I’m not walking you into a trap.” 
 
    “And we know this how?” Selene said. 
 
    “Because even with Josh on my side, you two scare me,” Kat said. 
 
    “Good reason,” I said. 
 
    The deck had stairs going up to the overhanging balcony, and stairs going down to a buried level that hadn’t been visible from the front street: this was actually a three-story structure, or maybe a home with a ground-level basement.  We took some winding wooden stairs down to a sprawling stretch of green lawn.  Out near the back fence, were a pair of massive oak trees that would need at least three tree-huggers to encircle it.      
 
    I noticed tiger-shifter sentries in the upper branches.  They watched us silently as we walked around to a ground entrance and an absolute mess.  Construction was still in progress, though no workers were there.  Tools were left out.  There were building supplies, and a new washer and dryer set waiting to be installed somewhere. 
 
    A shifter there looked us over, nodded, and beckoned.  “This way.”  He turned and led us into another, larger space where many large brick columns supported the ceiling and new electrical panels had been installed.  Exposed duct-work showed.  The floor was concrete.  A wooden table was there, more tools, and stacked boxes holding their mysteries.  After giving the space a fast scan, I returned my attention to the columns because there were three people, each tied to one.   
 
    They stank of fear.  The men bore wounds, but nothing that looked life-threatening.   
 
    Standing by the table were Rasheed and his upper-ranking tigers.  They had their coats off, sleeves rolled up.  Likely, they’d been interrogating their prisoners for a while.  Off to the side—unable to not loom—was Joshua in his were-liger state.  He gave a happy grunt and padded over to Kat, rubbing his fuzzy cheeks against her face.  His bestial purr emerged loud as a lawnmower in need of tuning. 
 
    Rasheed  and his people hadn’t turned beast, not wanting to risk their inner tigers to the moods of a liger.  Leaving Kat to soothe her husband, Selene and I went toward Rasheed for an explanation.  He nodded a greeting. 
 
    I nodded back.  “Punishing your people?” 
 
    “No.  These rogues aren’t locals and they aren’t mine.  They are the ones who’ve been attacking Kieu and her people.” 
 
    “You admitted that you want her submission,” Selene said. 
 
    “I do.  And I will get it.  On my terms.  My way.  Honorably.  I’m an old fashioned guy.  I still believe in honor.” 
 
    I decided to pretend to believe him—for now. 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked. 
 
    “Bring Kieu and her Goddess here.  I want to hammer out a deal.” 
 
    “So we can all live together peacefully?” I asked. 
 
    “Something like that,” Rasheed said.  “And under terms where you aren’t breathing down shifter necks.  I don’t want this to be an open city for gods; real or imagined.” 
 
    “I’m imaginary?” Selene asked. 
 
    “You’re something,” Rasheed said.  “I’m not yet ready to say just what.” 
 
    I smiled.  “If it makes you feel less heretical, just say we’re entities so powerful we can shatter this city with a thought.” 
 
    He looked at me sourly.  “That makes me feel so much better.”   
 
    He walked to one of the prisoners.  I followed.  We stopped in front of the man.  His head hung loosely as if he’d been knocked out.  Blood dripped off his chin.  Like the other prisoners, he was Vietnamese. 
 
    “I know from your heartbeat that you’re awake,” Rasheed said. 
 
    The man lifted his head and looked at us.  “I told you what you wanted to know.  How about letting us go, okay?  We’ll leave the country.” 
 
    “We need your leader first.  Things need to be resolved with him.  He came into my city without leave and drew attention to our kind.  He lifted his claws against one I would protect.  He will answer to me.” 
 
    “He’ll run,” another prisoner said.  “We’re not as important to him as his own skin.” 
 
    “So,” I asked, “help us.  Where will he turn?  Where will he go?” 
 
    The first prisoner shrugged in his bonds.  “He’ll take the path of least resistance, but he won’t go without settling things with Kieu first.” 
 
    Rasheed leaned in and stared in bright-eyed fury.  “What will he do?” 
 
    The third prisoner finally spoke.  “He’ll kill her slow and rape her frequently while he’s at it.  He’ll kill her fast if he has no time.” 
 
    “Typical bad-guy mentality,” I said. 
 
    Selene stiffened.  I looked in her face and saw shadows in her eyes and a distant look.  Her mind was adrift.  Knowing her past, I knew why; she’d spent her early maiden years in the ancient dungeons of Atlantis being tortured and abused, trapped by magic in her human form.  Since then, sadistic rapists had become her targets of choice.  She was going to go to extremes to save Kieu because she hadn’t been able to save herself. 
 
    Kat and Joshua rejoined us.  He was still in liger form.   
 
    “Kat,” I said.  “Tell me that Kieu is under heavy guard.” 
 
    “She’s fine.  She’s at her restaurant with her people and Bella.” 
 
    “Bella is very powerful, but she’s new enough to our world so she can be outmaneuvered.”  I turned to Selene.  “Open a portal to the restaurant.  Now!” 
 
    A wash of crimson filled the space.  When it faded, we were at the Red Moon Gardens, even the prisoners.   Rasheed’s men looked around.  The prisoners easily slipped their ropes with the columns gone.  They spun to run for the door—and turned into red crystal sculptures. 
 
    That will hold them. 
 
    The room was mostly filled with dinners.  They looked at us avidly, hoping for a show.  I heard the words demon lord floating around as I passed the tables, heading for the kitchen.  The liger leaped into a run, passing me.   
 
    “Kitty!”  A little girl tried to grab his tail as he passed her table. 
 
    She failed.   
 
    Approaching the kitchen doors, I heard a violent clash of pots and pans.  There were yells in Vietnamese.   
 
    The liger hit the doors and vanished into the kitchen.  Kat and I followed.  Entering, a wash of crimson light flooded the space.  Selene had taken a shortcut to get ahead of us.  I moved at hyper-god speed, weaving around figures that seemed frozen in time.   
 
    The kitchen was painted red by Selene.  At mere dragon-speed, she seemed to move in slow motion, turning her head to watch me shoot past.  She spoke, but her words dragged, slurring.   
 
    I kept going, reaching a back door frozen open.  I went into the alley, and found Kieu there.  There was no sign of Bella Donna.  A Vietnamese shifter was there with a knife to a teenage boy’s throat.  That explained why Kieu was cooperating, but not why Bella had allowed this to happen. 
 
    At god-speed, I passed the man with the knife, touching the weapon with a flicking finger.  The blade cracked.  And then I was down beside a dumpster, slowing to human level.  The world sped up.  The alley was tinted red by Selene’s light as she appeared in the open kitchen door. 
 
    The man with the knife stared as it exploded in his hand. 
 
    The kid kicked him in the gut and jumped free.   
 
    Kieu fell on the kidnapper like the ravaging beast she was at heart.  Her claw-hands ripped at the man’s throat and slashed his face.   
 
    He snarled and cuffed her away.   
 
    She hit the alley road and rebounded to her feet at once, ready to surge back to the battle. 
 
    Crimson lightning stabbed in from Selene. 
 
    The bad guy flung himself aside, torquing wildly midair to evade certain death.  He landed several feet from me, on his feet like a cat.  The lightning slapped the dumpster, blasting it apart, and getting in my way. 
 
    A soul-shivering roar filled the alley as the liger arrived, still moving at high speed.  Kieu froze in place, fear on her face as the liger jumped over her and became a barrier between her and the bad guy.  Kieu slumped in relief, finding she wasn’t the liger’s target.  Intellectually, she had to know Josh wouldn’t hurt her, but her inner tiger hadn’t been so sure. 
 
    Kieu’s eyes settled on me.  She shouted, “Don’t let Minh get away.  His people have Bella.” 
 
    The man straightened, looking at us with confidence entirely disproportionate to the ass-whooping he faced.  “You had better let me go, or your goddess with die.” 
 
    I found it unimaginable that Bella could be captured again, or held for long by mere shifters.  But if there was something to what Kieu was saying, we couldn’t take chances. 
 
    Rasheed came up beside Kieu.  He helped her to her feet.  Seeing him, surprise took her over.  “Rasheed!  Why are you here?” 
 
    “No one touches my woman and lives!” 
 
    Anger crowded away Kieu’s surprise.  “I’m not your woman.  I belong to myself.” 
 
    “No!” The bad guy yelled.  “I claimed you.  You gave yourself to me to save your people.  You are mine to keep or destroy” 
 
    Selene moved closer to the bad guy.  “You threatened her, and hurt her people, to get her submission.  And when she gave herself to you, you made a whore and a slave out of one who should have been a wife.” 
 
    “She liked it.  Don’t let her lie to you,” the bad man said. 
 
    “Minh!  So help me, you will die by my hand.” 
 
    “Haven’t you sworn to serve your new guardian spirit?  How will you do that if she dies?” 
 
    “How have you even managed to contain someone so powerful?” I asked. 
 
    “Ancient Vietnamese magic.  We have a container for capturing wild spirits and holding them.” 
 
    Like a jinn in a bottle? 
 
    “Fine,” I said.  “You can go.” 
 
    My friends stared at me.  Even the liger.   
 
    “But let her go soon.”  I looked up at black, seething clouds, webbed by purple jags of lightning.  “She was a prisoner once for centuries.  Her mind is fragile.  If she unleashes her full power to escape, she’ll not only hurt herself but maybe take the whole city with her.”   
 
    Minh looked up, copying me. 
 
    “She is powerful indeed.  And just think; all mine.”  He looked at Rasheed.  “Enjoy the slut.  I release her from her oaths.  I’ll keep the goddess instead.  Once her mind is broken, she will learn to love and serve me well.” 
 
    Selene bared her teeth in a death’s head grin.  “Never!” A dozen streams of red lightning converged on Minh, blowing him into tiny smoldering fragments. 
 
    “Just couldn’t follow my lead, huh?” I asked her.  “I was letting him go so I follow him from the shadows and find Bella.” 
 
    Kat had arrived to catch most of the action.  She stood by Josh, brushing his mane.  “So, I’m guessing we need a Plan B.”

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    “I have methods that work, 
 
    and methods that destroy.   
 
    They are often the same. 
 
      
 
                                   —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    “Everyone, quiet.”   
 
    They looked puzzled but obeyed.   
 
    I concentrated, my thoughts expanded like ripples on a pond, touching all the surrounding shadow from my epicenter.  From those pockets of darkness, I sent out a dark emanation of shadow magic, seeking for everything unnatural in the area.  I sought out parked cars idling for escape, people gathered with weapons, any trace of magic.  Minh had been taking Kieu somewhere; to a vehicle, a car, a portal... 
 
    I felt a wind moving where there shouldn’t be one, a distortion of air patterns. 
 
    “Some kind of moving shield.”  I pointed.  “That way.  A small park, a hundred yards away.” 
 
    I didn’t wait to see what they would do with the information.  I went intangible, a swelling shadow that covered several blocks, and contracted at the anomaly I’d spotted.  I found a fey holding open a portal.  I condensed into human form, standing between her and her escape route.  She wore casual sports clothes: nylon pants, a cotton tee, Nike sneakers, and a windbreaker. The hood was up, concealing pointed ears, but letting out a spill of gold curls to either side of her pointed chin. 
 
    Her breath caught at my sudden appearance.  Her hands came up, forming complex magic gestures.  On the black of my shadow-made coat, I formed the magic circle for Dragon’s Voice, my spell of compulsion.  To that, I added the aura of fairy’s High King, a force of will any fey would recognize.  “Stop,” I said.  “Will you lift your hand against your High King?” 
 
    “I have no king.  I am an exile to Earth.” 
 
    She fought it, but generations of fey blood had wired obedience into her for the Land, and as High King, I was the land.  Its magic  was mine.  It’s people mine, no matter what petty local lord might rule her home village.   She might as well rip out her own heart as deny that call. 
 
    She collapsed to her knees.  Her voice held disbelief.  “What the fuck!” 
 
    “Do you want to live in exile, or do you want to go home?’ 
 
    “Home.”  The longing she packed in that one small word was enough to tear a heart if I had one.  “I can’t go home.  The last High King sent me here, and the line died out,  No one now alive can break the geas.”  As her emotions soared wildly, winds rushed in to whip at her clothing.  She was a wind elemental of the Storm Court, low born, but not without ability.  
 
    “Swear loyalty to me, and I will send you home—in good time.” 
 
    Her voice hardened, sharpening like a blade.  “Who are you?” 
 
    I turned to look at her portal.  “I am Caine Deathwalker, High King of Fairy, chosen of the land to restore the ancient kingdom and deliver the Land from the coming of its greatest threat.” 
 
    “That’s the name of the L. A. demon lord.” 
 
    “It is also the name of the god-emperor of the Dragon Planet.  What’s your point?” 
 
    “I can go home, after all these centuries?” 
 
    My voice rolled out like thunder.  “As High King, I swear it.” 
 
    High in the evening sky, the mystic peel of mission bells rolled over the city.  The kneeling fey lifted her eyes to the sky.  Tears streaked her face.  Her lips trembled as she whispered.  “The oath of the High King!” 
 
    Her face came back from the sky as her eyes locked onto me.  “I swear whatever you need, whatever you want.  She crawled to my feet and embarrassed me by kissing them.  “My king.” 
 
    “Who swears to me?” I demanded.  “Your true name.” 
 
    “Fenella True-heart.  Daughter of Maris, heir of the Fallen Lands.  I am one forsworn and betrayed by love.” 
 
    “You are forgiven your crimes against the land and restored to your former station by my command.  Before I send you to Fairy, I need your help with a small matter.” 
 
    My king needs only speak.” 
 
    And suddenly, we were surrounded by my friends from the restaurant.  “Be at ease,” I said.  “These are my friends, on a mission of justice with me.  Tell me, where does this portal go?” 
 
    “To the woods of Southern Oregon.  She who paid my employer to trouble the shifters awaits him.”  Fenella’s gaze went to Kieu.   “Minh was to get his tiger-queen and a place of honor in exchange for the captive goddess I sent through.” 
 
    “Minh is dead,” I said.  “You owe him nothing.  Who is this hidden mastermind?” 
 
    Fenella looked up at me from her kneeling posture, letting her hood fall back.  “I do not know her true name, but she is dark fey, very old.  Very cruel.  She has been on this side long enough that Fairy is just a vagueness in her dreams.  She calls herself Urel of the Winter Lands.  She was the queen of this continent back when the ice was thick and the mammoths and long-tooths hunted.” 
 
    “At least twelve hundred years ago,” Selene said.  “Probably longer.  I do not know of an Urel.” 
 
    “Fen,” I compelled her gaze to mine,  “How long ago did this  captive goddess go through?” 
 
    “Not long.  The messenger may not yet have reached Urel’s hidden court.” 
 
    I looked over our assembled group.  “Who wants to go to Oregon and play in the woods.” 
 
    Kat walked toward the open portal.  Joshua padded along beside her.  Rasheed and Kieu went next.   
 
    “Go on,” I told Selene.  “I’ll wrap things up here and join you in a few moments.” 
 
    Carrying her red crystal sword, Selene hurried into line, following the others through.  A few of Rasheed’s people were with us.  They hurried after.  I was left with Fenella.  Once her portal emptied, I said, “You go through now.”  As I said this, I twisted the gateway.  The sun-lit forests of Fairy appeared through the tunnel in space.  Looking past me, into the portal’s new destination, fresh tears fell, tears of joy. 
 
    “Go on,” I said.  “I do have places to go and people to kill.” 
 
    “Yes, my king.”  She crawled for the portal as if it were taking all her strength to face hope. 
 
    “When you get there,” I said, “seek out the Dragon’s Eye Kingdom.  Tell them that you are mine and ask for a place to start your life anew.  Lift your head and walk in pride.  You serve the High King now.” 
 
    Damn, I get into   
 
    She fought to her feet.  “Yes, my lord.”  Another step took her out of the world.  She went without ever looking back.  That was all right.  I’d just move the universe so I could be where I wanted to go. 
 
    With her gone, the portal collapsed. 
 
    I let the world move on so I could be where I wanted to be.  The landscape blurred and settled and I was ringed by evergreen and pine.  Nearby, a fallen myrtle tree had several new trees growing from its side.  The smell of bay leaves scented the overhead canopy.  Ferns bristled, hiding the ground.  Somewhere close, a small stream burbled.  The golden emanations from my skin were back, turning me into a nightlight where moths danced in worship. 
 
    Thanks, fellas, but you don’t have to do that. 
 
    I stood waiting, knowing that the others were on a trail that would soon bring them to me.  Soon, without sound, the liger came out of the shadows to look at me.  His white fur made him an oversized ghost in the night.  His face held elements of both lion and tiger.  At six tons, anything not scared of him should have been, gods excluded. 
 
    He huffed a greeting, padding closer.  Moments later, Kat arrived in his wake.  They were taking point, finding the trail we needed.  The tiger-shifters came next; having discarded clothes and human form to run as beasts.  I noticed that Kieu’s tiger and Rasheed’s were on good terms, bypassing the complexity of human relationships.  Rasheed stayed close to her, very protective as they entered the spot I’d chosen.  In fact, Rasheed glowering wrathfully when his own clansmen got too close to her.  As a tiger, she was lethal grace and heart-stopping beauty, her eyes burning yellow.   
 
    They should have left it to their beasts to settle things from the beginning.  Primal animals are a lot less complicated. 
 
    Selene followed the tigers, a lot less willing to rush and get all sweaty.  She strolled up to me, eyes on my face, staring hard. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “You’ve changed.  Why didn’t I know this was coming?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “Maybe a new element has entered the timeline that wasn’t here before.” 
 
    “That’s not how I want temporal mechanics to work,” she complained.  “What happened to you while you were gone?” 
 
    “Did you know ahead of time I’d be going missing?” I asked. 
 
    “No.  All of me was surprised by that.  Even those farthest in time.” 
 
    I offered her a wry smile.  “Let’s just say my Mom did something unnecessary.” 
 
    “Something that will give us a better edge against the Flawless?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Guys,” Kat broke into our conversation.  “Is this the time?  The scent-trail is very strong.  The messenger we want isn’t far ahead.” 
 
    I flicked my fingers.  “By all means, go!” 
 
    The animals surrounded Kat as they ran off.  I don’t think she realized that as Joshua’s mate, his dominance had become her’s.  In a staring contest, all the tiger-shifters would back down from that little house cat of a woman without thought.  Part of the liger’s scent clung to her, mixing in with her own. 
 
    With the others moving on, Selene moved around to face me, getting in my face to stare. 
 
    “What?” I asked.  “Have my eyes changed color?” 
 
    They are glowing the oddest muted shade of gold-green I’ve ever seen.  And your aura has...deepened.” 
 
    I suppressed a smile.  “And I haven’t even shown you the third dick that’s growing in.” 
 
    Her eyes flared wide.  “No!?!” 
 
    “No.  That’s a joke.” 
 
    She released a rush of breath.  “Don’t scare me like that.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “Are you ever going to tell me about it?  What happened with you and your mother?” 
 
    “A breakthrough, maybe.  Not that I still don’t hate her.  I went to the end of things, which is to say the beginning of things where according to some people, God spoke reality into being.  It was just a quick peek.  Very disappointing.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “God wasn’t there.  Just the ancient echo of his voice.  He’d left that empty place, moving on to become a ghost in the gears of everything else.  And I so wanted to demand a few answers from him.” 
 
    “Can’t you still do that?  I mean, I get prayed to, and sometimes I answer.” 
 
    I laughed.  “If you were the real God, would you talk to me?” 
 
    “This is a weird conversation,” Selene said.  “Can gods have a God?” 
 
    “You ask him,” I said.  “Maybe he’ll talk to you.”  I reached out and took hold of her arm, anchoring her to me as I gave the universe a little push.  The landscape blurred and settled, and we’d caught up to the others in a clearing where the ferns had given way to broken rock earth and the gravel-bottomed ribbon of a shallow stream.  Our people were on one side. 
 
    Our prey on the other. 
 
    And he wasn’t alone.  There was a pair of saber-tooth tigers, buff-colored, no stripes.  Probably saber-toothed “cats” was more accurate.  They were big, twice the size of the tiger shifters, but the liger dwarfed them, having a couple of hundred pounds more muscle on his frame than they did.  The sabercats looked nervous. 
 
    Not as nervous as the tree-sprite that they’d joined up with.  He wore human clothing to fit into the city but his face was a mask of pale paper-birch bark.  A silver moon shining through a break in the canopy made his skin glow.  His eyes did glow; a soft, creamy jade.  Long, thin fingers, way too many of them, clutched a messenger bag with a strap draped over one shoulder.  His gaze took us in as he huffed for breath. 
 
    “Who are you?  What do you want?” He asked. 
 
    “You have stolen property that belongs to us,” Kat said. 
 
    “It belongs to the Queen of Winter now.  Go back while you still have your lives.” 
 
    I looked up, hearing a grumble of thunder.  Dark clouds were forming.  The same ones I’d seen in San Francisco.  Whatever was containing Bella in the bag wasn’t doing so perfectly.  She was fighting the restraint.  The storm would only grow until hell came blasting free.  I don’t think he knew his danger.  This was just a delivery for the tree-sprite, a job not unlike many I’d contracted out for in the early years of my demon lord career.  
 
    In the thickening clouds, a latticework of purple lightning came and went. 
 
    The tree-sprite nodded at his saber-toothed friends.  “Turn back now or they will deal with you.” 
 
    Joshua was buried in the liger, but perfectly capable of understanding what was said, filtering the threat through his feline brain.  He grunted a laugh that I mentally translated as: “Bring it.” 
 
    “You do realize we have a twelve-hundred pound liger here?” Kat asked. 
 
    The messenger straightened, his face acquiring a haughty expression.  “My guys have swords for teeth and there are two of them.” 
 
    Our five tigers flanked Josh, backing him up.  They produced a chorus of rumbly growls. 
 
    “Numbers aren’t on your side,” I said. 
 
    “He’s stalling,” Selene said.  “Owls are watching.  Some of them aren’t ordinary owls.  I bet he’s sent ahead for reinforcements.” 
 
    The shock on the messenger’s face told us Selene was right.  The Queen of Winter was coming for her package. 
 
    I smiled.  “That simplifies everything.  We were always going to have to deal with Urel, once we found out who was actually starting fires.” 
 
    The tree-sprite flinched at my reference to fire. 
 
    My smile widened.  Knowing what someone fears gives you power over them. 
 
    Shadows slipped into the clearing: two more sabercats.  They joined the others on the other side of the stream.  Reinforced, the sprite grinned in returning confidence.  “You were saying?” 
 
    “How are these things even alive?” Kat muttered.  “They were supposed to have died out in the last ice-age.” 
 
    “The saber-clan has always served the queen,” the messenger said.  “And her magic has extended their lives across the abyss of time.  When she dies, they will, too.  They know that.  They will fight fiercely for her.” 
 
    “But you’re in this for the money,” I said.  “I’ll give you your life and fifty-thousand dollars to give us the bag and go.  My word as High King of Fairy.” 
 
    He sneered at the offer—until the sky shivered with the peel of mission bells.  “You are the High King!”  He shook his head.  “It doesn’t matter.  Urel is fey as well, an ancient solitary of great power.  Even for you, I cannot betray her.” 
 
    A cold, wintry blast of wind came out of the night, carrying a female voice that crackled with frost.  “And that is why I shall let you live, though you have brought trouble sniffing onto my lands.” 
 
    “And here’s the guest of honor,” Selene murmured.
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    “Bargaining from a position 
 
     of weakness sucks. 
 
      
 
                                   —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Urel walked out into the silver moonlight.  It shone on her polished skin like she was pure-white marble. Her hair was a prickly, twiggy mass, like a thicket of thorns, out of which two caribou antlers erupted.  Antlers on female deer were not common.  It usually indicated a hormone imbalance, sometimes indicating a hermaphrodite.  This queen might have male as well as female sexual traits.  On a solitary fey, this was nothing special, and likely not the end of surprises. 
 
    Unless she went and fucked herself when told. 
 
    She wore a dress made of leather sheets, front and back, tied at the sides with leather thongs that met in the middle as knots.  It was the kind of thing a primitive hunter might have fashioned in the early days of the world.  She had shapeless leather shoes cinched up her shins with crisscrossing leather thongs.  Her arms were bare, unadorned, but a necklace of bear teeth hung around her neck.  Her dress was cinched with a leather belt that held a sheathed knife.   
 
    From the shape of the sheath, the blade looked like it might be slightly flared with a rounded point, maybe inspired by a leaf from an ebony tree.  In the hilt was a blue tiger’s eye gemstone.  It smelled of strong magic, tickling my nose. 
 
    Queen of Winter she might be, but nothing about her suggested vanity or court life.  I could easily see her painted orange by firelight, illustrating with her dance the details of some great hunt that would later be scratched and painted on a cave wall.  I felt mild surprise that she talked modern English instead of grunting and beating her chest. 
 
    No, wait, that’s Tarzan. 
 
    Urel pushed through the sabercats to stand beside the messenger.  Her gaze was shrewd, searching, traveling over us all.  That stare lingered most on Selene with her massive red crystal sword in hand.   
 
    Urel smiled.  “I know you.  I have heard the ancient tales of a dragon-maiden, from the dungeons of Atlantis, who rose to become a great warrior, destroying even the Wild Hunt in time.” 
 
    Selene inclined her head, acknowledging the identification.  “I am Selene, Goddess of the Blood Moon.  I feel like I ought to have heard of you, but I haven’t.” 
 
    “I have never wanted to be a legend,” Urel said.  “People die who speak of me.” 
 
    Next to her, the messenger looked jolted.  His eyes were wide once again.  He’d been impressed by me, but he was deep in fear over my wife.  Of course, she often had that effect on people.   
 
    Selene said, “I have come to recover my sister who is trapped in that bag.  Release her to me, and we will go.” 
 
    I looked at her.  We’ll go?  Just like that?  No bloody carnage?  No dispensing justice?  What would stop Urel from coming back to be a problem later?  “You’re being awful accommodating,” I muttered. 
 
    “You don’t want to test your strength against mine?” Urel asked.  There was disappointment in her voice. 
 
    “I don’t doubt your strength,” Selene said.  “But I’ve found a stronger enemy to consume my focus.  And I do not want to break a bow that I may one day wish to pull in battle.  In time, a war for all the worlds will be fought.  I hope in such a time, you will choose to come and wreak havoc at my side, as a sister.” 
 
    A dumbfounded expression came and went, not without a touch of pleasure on Urel’s face.  “You offer more than I hoped for, but I am too old to change my ways.  What comes to my hand, I keep.  A wise huntress does not spurn the bird in the hand for the one singing in the branches, no matter how lovely the song.” 
 
    Selene sighed.  “I was afraid that would be your answer.” 
 
    “You are afraid?” Urel asked.  “That is high tribute, coming from you.  For the sake of your legend, I will still allow you to leave with those who serve you.” 
 
    “That is kind of you, but, no.”  Selene bared her teeth in a dragon’s grin.  “My inner dragon is weeping.  She doesn’t like to see rare and precious treasures destroyed—especially by our own hands.” 
 
    I finally understood Selene’s restraint.  Destroying this enemy would have the feel of vandalizing ancient ruins, of breaking museum pottery, of killing the last unicorn.  Insane as Selene often acted, she had a few lines in the sand she tried not to cross. 
 
    Urel slipped the messenger bag off the tree-sprite’s shoulder, sliding it onto her own.  “You are dismissed,” she told him.  “Go.  These matters no longer concern you.” 
 
    I refused to let it go at that.  “Except you have defied the High King of Fairy,” I added.  “Trust me, I will find you.  There is a price you will pay for trespassing into my affairs.” 
 
    The messenger looked at Urel. 
 
    She shrugged.  “In my woods, I can protect you.  Elsewhere, you are on your own.  If you fear, do not return to the cities of men or Fairy.” 
 
    I shook my head.  “Not even you can protect him from me.  I am the Blood Moon Demon, self-proclaimed lord of this world, the high King of Fairy, and the god-emperor of the Dragon World.  Beyond that, I am the Crushing Fist of Emptiness, the greatest shadow-mage that has ever lived.”   
 
    And why am I the only one who knows that? 
 
    Once, I would have spoken these things in pride, boasting.  Now, they were simply true, nothing else.  I think that registered with Selene; she gave me another of those long, measuring stares I’d been getting lately.   
 
    “Later, we must sit down and have a long talk,” she said. 
 
    Urel smiled.  “You claim much for yourself, demon lord..  Possibly more than you can hold.” 
 
    “Not so,” Selene said.  “There is a reason he holds my heart.  If he takes you in hand, you will be broken.  I’m no longer sure even I can match his power.” 
 
    Urel’s smile became a pleasant rictus, like one borrowed off a fleshless skull.  “An even greater challenge?  I am blessed.”  Her words mocked, laced with satire.  An atheist: she didn’t believe anything about me.   
 
    I mentally shrugged.  Not my problem. 
 
    Thunder rumbled.  The moonlight dimmed.  I looked up and saw a heavy cloud engulfing the moon.  Webs of violet lightning splayed across the tortured sky.  In my soul, I could hear Bella’s frustrated screams. 
 
    I exploded toward Urel at hyper-god speed.  My hand snagged the strap of the messenger bag.  I watched her eyelids slowly descend in a blink.  Before they opened again, I was back beside Selene, holding the bag out to her.  “Here.” 
 
    Selene took the bag from my hand without looking at what I handed her.  “When did you learn to move like that?” 
 
    “Now is not the time for that talk you mentioned.”  I looked across the stream at Urel who was clutching at nothing.  “This world has a new sheriff.  When you can match the speed I just showed you, come look me up.  I’ll give you the fight you’re spoiling for.” 
 
    Rain fell; hesitant splatters on the dirt.  Then the drops came down like fat bullets.  Thunder boomed, shaking the world.  The bag exploded from the inside, tattering. Bone-yellow incandescence blotted out the world.  I had a brief impression of a shattered jade figurine, then the light turned purple, expanding to human form.  Darkness rushed in to claim Bella who’d freed herself on her own, saving us the trouble. 
 
    I looked down at her feet, at what appeared to have once been a carp in the clutches of an octopus.  The thing had been designed to stand so the captive fish’s mouth was kept heavenward.  Some old scholar’s brush-holder.  Well, not even that now that its magic was dispersed. 
 
    I looked up at Bella’s face.  Her eyes were on me.  She swayed, momentarily weakened by her exertions.  Her words were water soft as she murmured.  “I sensed you near.  That gave me the strength I needed.” 
 
    It was the strength of madness.  Madness still shone in her eyes.  His was the reprieve, the calm as the eye of the storm passes, with greater violence a few heartbeats away. 
 
    “Selene,” I said.  “Get our people out of here!” 
 
    She didn’t argue.  Crimson starbursts enveloped everyone on “our” side of the conflict.  As the dazzle faded, I was alone with Bella on our side of the creek.   
 
    I looked across the stream at Urel.  The messenger was gone, having slipped away on his own.  The four sabercats pressed in close to her, protecting their mistress.  I met her surprised stare with my own.  “If you want to live, run!”  I put the full force of my Dragon’s Voice spell into the command. 
 
    Ancient solitary fey or not, she jerked around and fled, forced to obey.  Her sabercats ran after her. 
 
    The motion drew Bella’s attention away from me.  She looked after the fey and the big cats as they lost themselves in shadow.  My compulsion had overcome Urel, but broke against Bella, shattering as the jade figurine had. 
 
    Bella muttered.  “Those are the guilty ones, aren’t they?  You’re letting them go?”  The look of confusion on her face cleared away as did the clouds obscuring the moon.  “No, you’ve arranged a little hunt for me.  It would be over too quickly if I killed them at once.”  She moved closer and kissed me softly on the lips.  “That is so thoughtful of you.” 
 
    She looked down at herself, realizing she was naked, dusky purple skin blending into the night, an effect broken by the long coils of her ivory haired.  “I’m not dressed for the occasion, love.  You should have given me some advance notice.” 
 
    “I didn’t know this moment was coming, either,” I said.  If I hadn’t been god-swiped, like you were, I would never have allowed you to be imprisoned again.” 
 
    She looked up, staring into the wintergreen-haze of my eyes, noting the golden glow seeping from my skin as my divine aura touched her.  “You’ve changed.” 
 
    “Maybe for the better.  Probably not.” 
 
    “I will change, too.” 
 
    “Please do.” 
 
    For Selene’s sake, I wanted Urel to escape.  I just had serious reservations about whether she could.   She’d created this moment;  It was hers to harvest and survive if she could.  I wasn’t going to interfere.  Bella had a right to revenge.   
 
    Who knows; Urel might die happy over a cool fight and not even mind. 
 
    With a thought, Bella called a whirl of darkness to her, dancing with it, letting it wrap her skin like drying ink.  Vees of purple skin remained down her torso.  In front, the downward point terminated inches above her navel.  In the back, the point nearly reached the crack of her ass.  Her hands were covered, but not her purple fingers which now looked like severed digits floating in the air as she completed a spin.  From the waist down, she was solid black. 
 
    “How do I look?” She asked. 
 
    “Beautiful as always,” I said. 
 
    She smiled, kissed me again, and pulled away.  “This might take a while.” 
 
    I thought of a way to give Urel a little more time.  “Do you mind if I call my children here to watch?  They can use a break from the Red Moon, and I’d like them to meet their new aunt.” 
 
    “I know the one named Colt.” 
 
    “You haven’t met my daughter, Lilja.  You and she are very alike.” 
 
    “Alike?” 
 
    “Well, if I must admit to it—she’s our daughter.” 
 
    That stopped Bella dead.  “That’s not possible.  I think I’d know if I gave birth to someone.” 
 
    “I gave birth to her for you.”  I went on to tell her about how my father had poisoned me with darkness when I was still an infant.  About how he’d been one of her Villagers, a shadow-mage who’d used her essence to inseminate me, as it were. 
 
    She choked on the news at first, suddenly holding me as if I might break from past abuse, and only her arms could save me.  “You poor thing!  No wonder you hide your heart so easily.” 
 
    “Er, uh, yeah, well anyway, that inner darkness grew inside all my life just as my dragon-soul did.  Finally, I just couldn’t carry it any longer.  I knew it had to come out, so I went to the astral planes where there was a window into my mind.  A place of glass-topped seas and giant glass spiders hunting prey.”  I paused. 
 
    She pulled back a few inches to peer into my face, her hands flat to my chest as she leaned on me.  “And then?” 
 
    I told her about the shadow beast with hate-red eyes that I’d freed and how I’d used a fey naming spell and the law of threes to bind the darkness into human form.  Her name’s Lilja and she has your hair and manic disposition.  Selene is her step-mom.  By essence, she is mine.  And yours.  Ours.” 
 
    I waited to see what effect this news would have on her, happy that a great deal of time was passing and Urel’s chances of survival were getting better. 
 
    “You bore our child alone, taking the pain to spare me.”  Her violet, witch-fire eyes brimmed.  A single tear rolled down her purple cheek.  “I have never received such a gift.  Such an act gives the lie to the solitary lust that veils your actions.  I shall never doubt your heart again.” 
 
    “You doubted me?” 
 
    She waved away my words.  “That’s not important.  I need to meet our daughter.” 
 
    “I’ll summon the kids.”  I pushed Bella away to give myself room. 
 
    “Just the girl.  Our baby.   The other one is Selene’s.” 
 
    “Okay.  Hold on.”  I gestured—because magic doesn’t seem real if it comes without embellishment—and a disc of shadow formed in front of my face, a mini-portal.  Calling a nearby shadow over, I grabbed its emptiness and shaped it into a shadow-hawk.  I put a spark of my dragon magic in it for eyes and stared into them, holding the creature.  “Bring Lilja to me.”  I tossed the shadow-hawk into the portal, then expanded the portal.  “It shouldn’t be long now.  Bella, one thing; Lilja was kidnapped recently.  They tortured her.  She lost her eyes.” 
 
    “She’s blind?” 
 
    “No.  You’ll see.  But perhaps you might not want to pay too much attention to her eyes.  She could be sensitive.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    The shadow-hawk flew out of the portal.  A moment later, Lilja followed.  She stepped into the clearing, wearing pink pajamas, sneakers, and her rabbit-ear hoodie.  In her hands, she held an empty mason jar which was slightly better than a bloody ice cream scooper.  Her face swung toward me.  “Papa, there you are!  You wanted me?” 
 
    Beside me, Bella stared, drawing a breath and holding it.  She must have seen the shadow-spheres in Lilja’s empty sockets that functioned as eyes, giving her a world where everything was defined in shadows of gray.  We often talked about the colors of the eyes in her collection.  She always pretended that she can tell the difference. 
 
    “There’s no easy way to tell you this,” I said.  “Come meet your real mother.” 
 
    Bella released her breath and spoke.  “Your eyes, they’re... beautiful!” 
 
    Lilja smiled, her hands tight on her jar as she looked at Bella. “Your eyes are very pretty, too.  What color is that exactly?”
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    They were careful, cautious with each other at first, but soon, Lilja was running her hands through Bella’s rippling cascade of white hair.  “You have the same hair I do,” Lilja said. 
 
    “Of course, you are my daughter,” Bella said. 
 
    Lilja stared at me suddenly.  “What about Selene?” 
 
    “She’s your stepmother,” I said.  “And she loves you too.” 
 
    “As much as Colt?” Lilja asked. 
 
    “Enough so you will never lack for love.”  Now that I was a god and High King of Fairy again, I couldn’t directly lie, but I could be uncharacteristically diplomatic. Lilja seemed happy with my answer. 
 
    Bella pulled shadows to herself and a small circular shield appeared on her left hand.  A saw-toothed scimitar ghosted into her right hand.   “It’s time to get on with the hunt.” 
 
    Lilja lifted her eyebrows.  “Hunt?” 
 
    “There is a terrible creature in these woods.  She attacked me earlier through her minions.  Now, she’s running.  I mean to destroy her.” 
 
    “All by yourself?” Lilja asked. 
 
    “It’s my gift, something for her to enjoy.  We’re just here to watch,” I said. 
 
    “That’s all!” Lilja sounded upset to be missing out. 
 
    “Urel is an old and powerful fey,” I said.  “Very dangerous.  And she has four sabercats helping her.  She might be a little much for you right now,” I said. 
 
    “But if you stay by my side, Mama will protect you,” Bella offered. 
 
    Lilja grinned, clapped, and hopped like a bunny, the ears on her hoodie flopping excitedly. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s a good idea,” I said.  “Not too long ago, Bella, you were a helpless captive.  Again.  I don’t think dividing your attention between Lilja and Urel is smart.” 
 
    “Then I will concentrate on Urel,” Bella said.  “You concentrate on protecting Lilja as she hunts with me.” 
 
    Damn.  No one ever just plain submits to my will.  Oh, well. 
 
    Lilja concentrated and a hole appeared in front of her.  She put the jar inside and reached in, pulling out a shadow-dagger and an ice cream scooper.   
 
    Getting serious, huh? 
 
    Bella looked at the scooper with concern.  “You’re sure?” 
 
    Lilja nodded, flopping her ears.  “Very.”  She used the scooper to point at her feet.  “I’m wearing my magic sneakers.” 
 
    “Just go with it,” I said. 
 
    “I’m off then.” Bella turned and ran, jumping the stream, landing with a soft crunch of gravel.  She kept going, following the track Urel had used.  
 
    Lilja engaged her sneaker magic: jumping and landing, magically springboarding several yards each time.  And so she went, very little of her own strength necessary to adjust her course.   
 
    I shadowed-out, thinning to nothing, a shade of pure awareness, one with the night.  My presence enveloped acres of woodland,  surrounding Lilja and Bella. They moved through me like swimmers in the water.   
 
    Lilja looked around.  “That’s you Papa?” 
 
    My thoughts brushed hers.  It is. 
 
    “That’s so cool.  You’ll have to teach me to do that.” 
 
    Master the skills at hand.  Show me you can stalk prey and not get tricked by someone doubling back on their tracks, leaving false trails.  Or using water to lose their tracks. 
 
    I felt her thoughts in mine as she fumbled for the concepts I’d just mentioned.  “Oh, that’s sneaky!” 
 
    Old fey are tricky.  That’s how they get to be old fey.  Be suspicious of anything out of place, or events that seem too lucky.  Also, Urel has her cats.  They will fight for her with equal cunning. 
 
    The grin left Lilja’s face.  “I understand.  This is like when we fought the Silver Dragons.  It’s war!” 
 
    You need to treat it that way.  It will keep you from too serious a mistake.  Cool your emotions.  Don’t let them run away with you. 
 
    Lilja’s snappy answer came as a level whisper.  “Got it.”  Bounding along, she stayed a few feet behind Bella.  Ahead of the goddess, advancing in rapid hops, were a plague of shadow-frogs.  The little hoppers moved in and out of shadows, testing the paths before Bella got there.  She’d seen my shadow-hawk and had copied the technique. 
 
    My shadow-hawk had paused ahead, waiting for Lilja.  They seemed to have boded because as my daughter passed, the hawk swooped down to land on her shoulder.  Lilja giggled briefly, then put her killing face back on. 
 
    The web of my perception continued to roll out, crossing miles,  touching various forms of animal life, and linking pockets of shadow.  I could have provided portal jumps for the girls, but let them do things their way as long as they were having fun, and not endangering themselves.  The nocturnal creatures were active.  The others bedded down wherever they felt safe.  I concentrated on finding the four sabercats, knowing Urel wouldn’t be far from them. 
 
    Bella’s frog-force kept her apprised of paw-prints with cat claws tips in evidence.  They found enough signs to keep her on track.   
 
    I didn’t think Urel would go too far.  This was her home, her comfort zone.  Her power base.  She knew the layout of the land and had probably built numerous hidden dens to go to ground in.  If cornered in such a place, she’d be most dangerous, surrounded by ancient magic.  I was still bothered by the dagger Urel had worn.  The blue tiger-eye in the hilt had radiated raw power of a type I hadn’t tasted before. 
 
    That alone kept me on edge. 
 
    The rolling woodland passed and things went quietly, with the minor exception of the owls swooping in from the branches to snatch up the shadow-frogs.  Owl claws failed to find anything to grip, sliding harmlessly through the shadow-creatures.  Contemptuous  ribbits erupted.   
 
    Hooting mournfully, the owls broke off the attacks. 
 
    What’s next?  Bears, stag beetles, badgers, raccoons...? 
 
    Up ahead, atop a set of boulders, my thoughts tagged two  sabercats.  They’d taken the high ground, ready to pounce on anyone  on the lower trail where pine branches made movement difficult.  In addition, the path dipped, causing travelers to slow down.  It was a perfect ambush point.  But there would be more.   
 
    Where are the other two cats? 
 
    Touching Lilja’s thoughts, I dropped her an image of the boulder pass and the sabercats above. 
 
    She received the information gladly and chortled in response.  Bella paused to stare at her.  Lilja pointed at the top of the two rocks we were approaching.  She mouthed the word: “Trap.” 
 
    Bella looked up, nodded, and patted the air: an indication she wanted Lilja to hold back. 
 
    Lilja rolled her eyes, groaning in soft disappointment, but slowed, shifting from rabbit leaps to ordinary steps.  My diffused spirit whispered in her thoughts, drawing her attention down the path, up the next hill, to where Urel stood exposed, two sabercats beside her. 
 
    There’s the bait in the trap that’s supposed to make us hurry ahead and not look up.  Cats always hide high.  They know few humans look higher than their noses.  It’s a species weakness they exploit. 
 
    Lilja halted and stared at the ancient fey.  “She’s kinda cool.” 
 
    Selene didn’t want to kill her.  She thought the last monster of the ice age, the last of its kind, deserved the dignity of a peaceful death. 
 
    I didn’t think Lilja would care about that, but she’d surprised me before.  She might again. 
 
    “These are the last cats with fangs like that, too?” She asked me. 
 
    As far as I know. 
 
    “Is it right to kill them?” 
 
    You tell me. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    That’s why I wanted to keep you out of this.  If you’re going to spill blood, you first need to harden your heart.  Last second mercy can get you killed, making you hesitate when you can’t afford it. 
 
    “Were you always this smart, Papa?” 
 
    Yes.  That’s my story and I’m sticking to it.   
 
    Bella entered the kill zone. 
 
    Urel cupped her hands to her face and made an owl call. 
 
    The two sabercats came down the boulders, crisscrossing through the drop so they gyred around Bella in a distracting motion.  Whichever cat she went for, I knew the other would go in for the strike.  These beasts had hunted together for thousands of years; they were in sync. 
 
    Lilja made an awed sound, watching their technique. 
 
    I touched her thoughts: It’s sometimes more important to learn from our enemies than to kill them.  They are very skilled. 
 
    “They are, Papa.” 
 
    But so was Bella, an immortal warrior goddess.  She spun to one side, slashing with the edge of her shadow-shield.  She opened a long gash in the side of one cat which scrambled aside.  At the same time, her shadow-scimitar flicked its tip and a cat ear fell to the ground.  The side of the cat’s head bled heavily.  Both beasts retreated into the tangled underbrush. 
 
    Bella sighed.  “I wish she’d do her own fighting.  The beasts are innocent.” 
 
    “But they’re on her side.  They’ll keep fighting.”  Lilja didn’t seem happy about that either. 
 
    I put my thoughts out there: We can always stop. 
 
    “Maybe she’s learned her lesson,” Lilja said. 
 
    Bella was quiet.  I thought for a moment she’d go along with us.   
 
    She shook her head no.  “She came for my shifters.  They’re under my protection.  If I don’t punish her, others will come to test us.  More of our people will be endangered.  I need to finish this.” 
 
    I was forced to agree.  Okay.  That’s a good reason. 
 
    Occupying a vast sprawl of forest, allowed me the sense of being many places at once.  While talking to Bella and Lilja, I  also watched Urel from all sides, my essence surrounding her like an unseen shroud.   
 
    I felt her sorrow too.  None of us considered this a game anymore.  The battle had become a grim chore.  A matter of duty.  That was something Lilja needed to understand better.  It would balance out her maniacal self-indulgence.  If the lesson stuck.  This close to Urel, I could reach out and strike her down.  But there are things even a demon lord does for his children. 
 
    I will never be like my mother.  I will never abandon one of my own.  Not even to their darkest nature.  I will break that nature first to save them.  This will bring the adult Colt to one day hate my guts.  And maybe this choice could even give Lilja a soul.  Always a price. 
 
    I watched as the two sabercats from the ambush arrived, their wounds already healing.  The other cats nuzzled them in concern.   
 
    “We go,” Urel said.   
 
    She turned her back on her pursuers and slunk away into the brush, hiding from the moonlight, but not concerned enough about the shadows that she touched, that betrayed her.  She wasn’t going to lose Bella this way.  Sooner or later, the two would have to settle this in combat. 
 
    “I’m getting too old for this,” she sighed. 
 
    Part of my mind drifted with Urel, part monitored Lilja, my main concern.  It was like being both the goldfish and the water in the bowl.  Not too disconcerting if I didn’t think about it a whole lot. 
 
    The two pieces of my mind drifted rapidly apart.  Bella moved slowly, on the lookout for traps and more ambushes.  Meanwhile, Urel ran flat out, a loping gait that swallowed distance quickly.  I was beginning to wonder if urel even had a destination.  She came to an open expanse where a forest fire had once cleared the old growth.  The new trees were still saplings. 
 
    Urel got to the center of the clearing, heading for a forested ridge, when she stopped suddenly, lifting a hand in warning to her pack.  I let my senses sweep out, hunting what I’d missed.  I knew it wasn’t Bella catching up.  She was a full mile back with Lilja.  A dazzle of crimson light up the clearing, Selene opening a portal.  Urel and the sabercats ducked low, observing from cover.  From the portal, Kat and the liger stepped out with the tiger-shifters.  Selene was returning them to the battlefield. 
 
    Why the hell is she doing that? The portal closed without Selene coming through.  Kat must have talked her into it. 
 
    A third focus in my awareness formed around Kat and Josh.  Josh sniffed the wind.  His pale muzzle turned toward the sabercats.  He growled a low rumble.  The sound focused the others.  Physical tension swept through them. 
 
    Urel and her sabercats rose from cover—a blatant challenge.  But they gave no sign of aggression.  They almost seemed happy to see more felines.  Though mostly human, Kat qualified for that category, too. 
 
    Maybe Urel thinks she can bargain without us pesky godlings around. 
 
    Urel walked slowly toward Kat, never drawing her knife.  Of course, the antlers on her head were weapons enough, as were the sabercats.  
 
    The liger pushed out to take point, keeping Kat safely behind him.  The tigers ranged left and right like wings of a formation, though I was sure it wasn’t planned.  Both parties stopped with a good ten feet separating them. 
 
    Two points of my divided consciousness met between them all, merging.  Kat looked around like she suspected there were eyes on her.  Her glance slid through me a few times but found nothing to focus on.  Shaking off the mood, she returned her focus to the situation. 
 
    Though Urel didn’t draw her knife, the fingers of one hand couldn’t help but toy with the jeweled hilt as she spoke.  “I never meant any harm to you.  Nor have I lifted my hand against any of you.  Can we keep our claws sheathed?” 
 
    Now you want peace?  What happened to testing your strength, to being challenged? 
 
    Kat’s human voice answered.  “You struck at our friends in San Francisco.  You are the friend of our enemy, Minh.” 
 
    “His evil is his own,” Urel said.  “I never asked him to go after the tiger clans.  He came to me, offering a captive spirit of great power.  I made the deal so I could free her,  I kill cleanly.  I do not imprison without need.  I still have my fey honor after these millennia.” 
 
    If all that’s true, we have very little reason to continue all this. 
 
    From the hesitation in Kat, the look she gave Josh, she thought so too. 
 
    Suddenly, I noticed my attention had slipped off Lilja and Bella.  I’d lost them.  They were shadow-jumping.  The red light of Selene’s portal.  That would have been a dead giveaway. 
 
    The shadows under the saplings darkened.  Branches rustled.  And then Bella and Lilja were there.  Urel spun to face Bella.  The two of them sprang at each other, and the rest of hell broke loose. 
 
    I condensed into human form, arriving just in time to find a pair of sabercats leaping for my throat.
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    A blur of motion carried me into them.  I used my dragon-born strength to club the two sabercats to the ground.  They thudded, flattened, and didn’t twitch.  Their chests still moved with breath, but they were out.  Though back in human form, my awareness still filled the area.  I knew Bella and Urel were dueling with flickering blades.  The liger tackled one of the remaining sabercats, leaving the tiger shifters to entertain the last one.   
 
    I located Lilja.  She’d gone off on a wild vector, targeting Kat who was dancing more than fighting, easily evading both the girl’s shadow-blade and the ice cream scooper.   
 
    Leaving the others to settle things, I walked toward them.  Lilja was getting frustrated; it seemed like she wasn’t being taken seriously.  And she wasn’t.  Kat had become quite the tease, smiling, at one point, tugging of Lilja’s bunny ears. 
 
    Lilja stopped and jerked her ear back.  “Stop that and fight fair!” 
 
    “If you have to ask your opponent to play nice, you’ve already lost,” Kat said. 
 
    True. 
 
    “Lilja,” I stopped a few feet away, “that’s Zahra’s mother you’re beating up.” 
 
    To use a term loosely. 
 
    She looked at me.  “Huh?” 
 
    “Kat’s one of us, like the tiger-shifters and the liger.” 
 
    In the moment of distraction, Kat slid behind Lilja and reestablished hold of the bunny ears.  “That’s just adorable.  Where’d you get it?” 
 
    Lilja bunny hopped over to me, spinning to face Kat.  “It’s mine.  You can’t have it.” 
 
    “Just because I’m a thief doesn’t mean all my friends are,” I said.  “Put the knife away.  And the scooper.” 
 
    “Do I have to?” Lilja whined.  “She has pretty eyes.” 
 
    “It’s not like we have any ice cream around here,” Kat said.  “And what kind of weapon is that?”  She stared at me.  “What are you teaching her anyway?  A fighter’s first weapon is their body.  She’s in terrible shape.  Her breathing’s all over the place.” 
 
    I sighed.  “If only she had a friend who had a dance instructor for a mom...  If only she had a friend.” 
 
    “She’s as mean as Zahra,” Lilja said.  “Neither of them will let me have any fun.” 
 
    “My daughter is mean to you?” Kat asked. 
 
    Lilja and Colt are always fighting.  Guess whose side Zahra always takes.” 
 
    Kat smiled.  “Oh, that’s too bad.  Everyone needs a friend.”  Kat looked at Lilja.  “How about I be your friend.” 
 
    “But you’re old!” Lilja said. 
 
    Kat’s smile went the way of the dinosaurs.  She glared.  “Now who’s being mean?” 
 
    I decided to help out.  “You know,” Lilja honey, with most of the people you’ve fought, you won by sneaking up on them.   When they can see you coming, it changes a lot of things.  You’ve got to be a better fighter.  Colt gets a lot of training from his future selves, and for sometimes hanging out with the Legion of Five while they’re training.  It won’t be much longer before he’s the one protecting you.” 
 
    “Uh-uh!”  Lilja’s wide stare demonstrated complete denial. 
 
    “I’m afraid so.  You ought to think about getting some professional training.” 
 
    “With you?”  Lilja sounded hopeful. 
 
    “The Flawless have been seen again.  Preparing for them needs to become a high priority.  If Kat starts training you, I’m sure Josh will help.” 
 
    “Josh?” Lilja said. 
 
    I pointed her toward the liger who had his sabercat down on the ground, the animal’s neck in his bloody teeth.  “The big fella there.  He’s a shifter, half lion, half tiger.” 
 
    Lilja’s manic stare softened into adoration.  “He’s beautiful.” 
 
    “I happen to think so, too.”  Kat grinned.  “Just remember he’s taken.” 
 
    I walked over to where the sabercat fighting the tiger shifters was bleeding heavy, mauled within an inch of his life, but refusing to go down.  “Stop,” I said. 
 
    The tigers backed off. 
 
    The sabercat crumpled, breathing in great gasps.  He looked bad.  But I had the magic of Fairy flowing through me, not just the shadow-magic of my father and the golden dragon magic of my mother, the bitch not-to-be-named.  I walked up to the animal.  He growled weakly. 
 
    “Do you want me to save your mistress?’ 
 
    The growl went away. 
 
    “Will you give your life as a sacrifice to me to make it happen?”  I didn’t want his life.  I was going to save Urel anyway.  I simply didn’t have a taste anymore for killing that wasn’t fun.  I was just interested in the depth of loyalty Urel commanded. 
 
    The cat lay back, offering stomach and throat.  He closed his eyes, waiting to be killed.  And continued to bleed out his life. 
 
    It was enough for the shifters; they walked off and began the slow transformations that would savagely wring their flesh back into human form. 
 
    I ruffled fur with a hand that glided past horrific wounds.  My skin glowed gold.  Filling the  air was a rich earthy scent: a blend of fresh-turned loam, cotoneaster, and sage.  The glow seeped into the beast.  The wounds closed.  The sabercat’s breathing eased.  I stood and walked away.  I wasn’t a healer; I’d just infused some of the magic I carried into the cat and let its need trigger that force.  It wasn’t fully restored, but would live and continue to heal.  That was good enough. 
 
    I walked up to Urel and Bella the last combatants.  They’d drawn an audience with Lilja, Kat, and the liger who seemed to be content staying a beast for now—and watching the show.  From the cheerful expressions on their faces, the fighters were content with the match themselves. 
 
    Bella’s shadow-scimitar sliced the night air, a thin whistle in its wake.  An owl hooted a warning.  Urel flickered like a flame, avoiding the edge, her knife in hand, scraping across the small round shield on Bella’s left hand.  As they circled, Urel snatched glances at the rest of us. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Bella said.  “You are mine.  They will not interfere.” 
 
    Unless I want to.  Of course, I don’t want to be obvious about it. 
 
    I sat down on the ground, considering how to end this without getting myself in trouble.  Lilja sat beside me, snuggling.  The liger stretched out on my other side with Kat reclining on him, treating the killing beast like a beloved plushie. 
 
    Lilja looked at them, then whispered to me.  “I want one.” 
 
    “You heard Kat,” I said.  “He’s taken.” 
 
    “Get me one like him.” 
 
    “There’s not another wereliger in the whole world,” I said. 
 
    “Can Mama Selene make one in her secret lab?” Lilja asked. 
 
    That got Kat looking in our direction. 
 
    “It’s not going to stay a secret if you talk about it away from home.  And yes, Selene could magically clone him and hatch one from an incubator, but Josh would have to donate blood and tissue samples.” 
 
    “Not happening,” Kat said. 
 
    Lilja frowned.  “No one wants to see me happy.” 
 
    “I do,” I said.  “But the things that make you happy aren’t socially acceptable.” 
 
    “Does that matter?” Lilja asked. 
 
    “Ask me later when we’re alone,” I said.  “I don’t want to be accused of adding to your list of unreasonable expectations.” 
 
    Urel went belly-up under Bella’s slashing sword, springing back up with a hand full of dirt and pebbles.  She flung these to blind Bella.  
 
    Beside me, Lilja held her breath, tense with excitement. 
 
    “If Urel dies,” I said, “there will be sabercats left to deal with.” 
 
    “Can I have one of those?” Lilja said. 
 
    “No,” Kat said.  “They are wild animals, not domestic pets.  They’d be unhappy.” 
 
    “But I’m a wild animal, too,” Lilja said.  “And I’d be unhappy not to get one.” 
 
    “She has a point,” I said.  “And don’t you think the sabercats will be unhappy to lose their mother.” 
 
    Kat looked at me.  “What?” 
 
    “I’ve finally deciphered the spell on that dagger Urel is using,” I said.   “It’s a cursed stone.  Without it, she dies.  With it, she’s tied to human form—unlike her children.  They’re the last of a clan of sabercat shifters.  When they’re gone, the last of an ancient legacy will vanish as well.” 
 
    I saw Bella cast me a troubled look. 
 
    “I think the only reason Urel was talking to Minh was he dangled the possibility to her that she could be a hero, rescuing Bella, so her children might find a welcome among the tigers.” 
 
    The two fighters broke apart.  Both were breathing hard and clutching their weapons, holding themselves ready for the next clash.  Both had minor cuts and bruises.  “It’s so,” Urel said.  “If I can find a home for the last of my children, I can finally throw this cursed weapon away and die as I was meant to during the Age of Ice.” 
 
    “You were trying to save me?” Bella said. 
 
    “I have been a prisoner of this curse for too many seasons to number.  Free things should not be caged in any way.  It is an abomination.” 
 
    I looked at Bella.  “We think so, too, don’t we, Bella.” 
 
    She relaxed.  “Yes, we do.”  Her sword and shield unmade themselves, flurrying away as black motes of shadow that faded to nothing.  She stood there, unarmed.  “I’m done here.” 
 
    Urel sighed.  “And I must continue on.” 
 
    The liger lifted his head and looked aside.  I followed his smoldering gaze and watched the four sabercats pad past us, going up to their cursed mother.  She sank to her knees and welcomed them with hugs, searching carefully through the fur of the one I’d saved.  Her relief was obvious when she found no mounds. 
 
    “I saved him,” I said. 
 
    Urel tracked my voice, her eyes settling on me.  “You have my gratitude.” 
 
    Kieu came up, having shifted out of tiger form.  Like most shifters that frequently return to themselves without clothes, she gave no hint of embarrassment.  Rasheed was with her, haunting her back.  Their closeness indicated that they’d come to an agreement acceptable to both.   
 
    Kieu reached a hand out to Urel.  “Come with us.  We need your wisdom and ancient strength.  Our elders are few.  We will make a place for you and your children.” 
 
    “Unless you want me to send you back to Fairy,” I offered.  “You are fey, right?” 
 
    “Half fey,” Urel said.   “My father was from the Winter Court.  He stayed with my mother until she died and then he went back to Fairy.  Earth is my home.” 
 
    “Then come with me,” Kieu said. 
 
    “With us,” Rasheed said.  “Or are you that weary of life?” 
 
    Urel smiled wryly.  “I suppose I can put dying off a few more centuries.” 
 
    I stood and held out a hand, pulling Lilja off the ground.  She came up like dandelion fluff and settled lightly to her feet.  “We’re going home,” I said.  
 
    “Okay.”  She turned toward Kat.  “Can I come over some time and visit?” 
 
    Kat looked surprised.  “You want to visit me?” 
 
    Lilja’s gaze wandered to the liger.  “Uh, yeah.  Dancing might be fun.” 
 
    “I suppose so,” Kat said, “but if Colt and Zahra are there, I want you on your best behavior.” 
 
    “I’ll try,” Lilja said. 
 
    Kat stood, watching in silence, thinking.  “Alright.  We’ll try it for a while.  No knives, though.” 
 
    “Or scoopers,” I added. 
 
    That brought a puzzled expression to Kat’s face.  “That is not a weapon!” 
 
    “Depends on how you use it,” I said. 
 
    She didn’t look convinced as I turned away and opened a shadow portal.  A disc of darkness yawned wide.  From the other side, the smell of a pissy alleyway came through and the scent of cooking oil.  “Those going back to San Francisco, this way.”     
 
    Rasheed’s tigers went through.  He followed, Kieu at his side.  They walked hand in hand.  I had a feeling that Kieu was going to be well looked after from now on.  Bella and Urel went next.  The sabercats went last.  Once the tunnel was clear, I filled it in and punched it through folds of space to a new location. 
 
    I turned and found Kat and Josh waiting.  “Next stop, Shreveport.  All aboard.” 
 
    The liger grunted a farewell and ran into the darkness.  Kat dashed after him.  Once they were through, I reoriented the portal, pushing it through to the Red Moon fortress.  It was good I could divine my way there since the moon moved around a lot, sometimes in the sky of Fairy, sometimes above the Dragon World. 
 
    I took Lilja’s hand and we strolled through, stepping out into the lower hallway of the fortress.  The portal collapsed behind me, no longer needed.  I walked Lilja upstairs, and to her room.  Colt’s door opened.   
 
    He stuck his head out.  “Where you guys been?” 
 
    “Visiting with Kat and the liger,” Lilja said. 
 
    Colt pushed out of his room, hurrying over to us.  “What were you doing with them?  Was Zahra there?” 
 
    “No, she couldn’t make it,” Lilja said.  “This was a mission, anyway.  Very dangerous.  Daddy let me come because I can handle myself.” 
 
    “You were a lot of help,” I said. 
 
    “See!” Lilja smiled in triumph.  “People can depend on me.” 
 
    Colt looked at her with a total lack of awe.  “Big deal, I go on missions all the time.” 
 
    “With Zahra to look after you,” Lilja said.  “We fought saber-tooth were people.” 
 
    “Did not.  There’s no such thing.”  He looked at me.  “Is there?” 
 
    “There are five left.  Maybe Lilja will tell you all about them sometime.” 
 
    “If you beg,” Lilja said. 
 
    “I’m going back to my room.”  He turned around and trudged off, slamming the door behind him. 
 
    Lilja chortled softly.  “Do you think he’s eating his heart out, papa?” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    “You were right.  Messing with people’s heads is a lot more fun than just killing them.” 
 
    “It’s the gift that just keeps giving,” I said.  “Just don’t push anyone to the point where they have nothing left to lose.  That gives them a hideous strength and makes them doubly hard to kill.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Really.  Now, go hop into bed and get some sleep.  Tomorrow is another day.” 
 
    “Yes, Papa.”   
 
    She went into her room and locked the door.  It said a lot about her that she did this without thinking about it. 
 
    One day, she’s going to be a force to be reckoned with. 
 
    I walked to the staircase and went up to the third floor, heading for my bedroom.  I expected a storm of questions from Selene.   Her scientific curiosity had been aroused by my new capabilities.  I was prepared to shut her up with wild, sweaty, incandescent sex if necessary. 
 
    If I have to listen to a woman’s voice, it’s better if she’s screaming my name while naked.  Just saying.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    “Wickedness hates to rest; it must 
 
    be clubbed down from behind. 
 
      
 
                                   —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    It was three in the morning when Rhys came, exploding out of nothingness, waking me from a sound sleep.  Her armor in shreds upon her body, she smelled of blood and flame.  Her godly aura beat at me like the wings of a sparrow as my sister fell from the ceiling onto my bed.  Next to me, buried in the covers,  
 
    Selene moaned in mild annoyance.  Ashe was not awake enough to kill. 
 
    I pushed up against the broken headboard and stared at the girl fallen onto my legs.  The hot coals of a nearby brazier painted her orange-red.  A careful sniff informed me she was who she looked like; not mother in disguise this time. 
 
    I poked her with a finger.  “Rhys?  What the hell.  It’s early and my dick just got to bed.” 
 
    She groaned and rolled enough for her eyes to find me in the hell-hued gloom.  “Caine!”  Her hoarse voice lacked its usual beauty.  “You’ve got to help us.  I don’t know how long we can hold them off.” 
 
    “Hold who off?”  This sounded interesting. 
 
    “The Flawless.  Two of them came out of nowhere and are attacking the planet.” 
 
    A cold shiver of delight went through me.  “So?” 
 
    “Do you want the Flawless to absorb our divine power and become god-level threats?” 
 
    Selene flung her covers off and sat up, her mighty tits bouncing with exertion.  “A Flawless attack?  How come I didn’t know it was coming?” 
 
    “You’re seriously going to ask me to save my mother?” 
 
    “Hate her all you want, she gave birth to you.  Don’t you owe her for that if nothing else?” Rhys asked. 
 
    “Fuck that!” I said.  “Did I tell her to spread her legs for that bastard of a father of mine?” 
 
    “Flawless getting cleric power will make them more formidable.”  Selene slid out of bed and strolled toward her walk-in closet.   
 
    I knew it, too.  I’d just need a minute to allow myself to be argued into self-defeating altruism.  I opened a shadow pool and reached in, grabbing my magical cellphone.  Closing the portal, I speed-dialed a number on Earth.  “Got any other good reasons?” 
 
    “Because I’m your sister, the only one who’s ever thought fondly of you, and I’m asking for a favor.  I don’t want my home reduced to a radioactive nebula.” 
 
    “That’s touching, but a load of crap,” I said. 
 
    “Please?”  She pulled out the magic word. 
 
    “Try harder,” I said.  “Just a moment.”  My connection went through.  “Caine!  So nice of you to call.  I’ve been wanting to discuss a few details with you concerning your up-coming marriage to Gloria.” 
 
    “Listen, Kain, I’d love to, but the Flawless are back and someone must run off and do something incredible dangerous and stupid.” 
 
    Rhys suddenly looked hopeful.  “Someone?” 
 
    “I’ll get my phantoms and arm them with cameras,” Kain said.  Photographing my exploits was his hobby, and my pain in the ass.   
 
    “What I need is god-level backup.  Is Red there?” 
 
    “Right next to me.  We were indulging in some post-sex cuddling.”  Kain’s gloating came across the connection easily.  She’d been a virgin goddess, as rare as a unicorn with wings. 
 
    “And you just have to let everyone know, huh?” I rolled my eyes.  “Wait!  That means she’s no longer a virgin-goddess, just a regular goddess.  She does still have her powers, right?” 
 
    “Oh, yes.  Especially divine endurance,” Kain said.  “I may be forced to keep her.” 
 
    “Can you send her to the Red Moon, now, with her magic sword and that friggin’ huge centipede?”  In her home hell-dimension, she was known as the Red Centipede Rider.  On earth, she was simply Red, the girl in the chain mail bikini; have  sword, will travel. 
 
    “Here, ask her yourself.  I need to go find some pants.” 
 
    After a pause, a sleepy voice came over the phone.  “Hello?” 
 
    “How’s it feel to be deflowered?” I grinned. 
 
    Annoyed by how easily I went off-topic, Rhys punched the bed, narrowly missing my blanket-covered cocks.   
 
    “It hurt.  At first.  But now I know what I’ve been missing.  Is that what you called about?” 
 
    “I’m going into battle with god-lings to save a world from the Flawless.  Do you want in?” 
 
    “Is hell toasty?” She asked. 
 
    “Kain is going to send you here.” 
 
    “He says he’s coming, too.  Someone’s got to manage the camcorder.” 
 
    “Great.  I’ve got a few more calls to make.  See you soon.”  I killed the connection. 
 
    Selene came out of the closet, still very naked.  She had two outfits on hangers.  “What do you think dear, short- or long-sleeved chain mail?” 
 
    “Short-sleeved,” I said.  “With those red-chrome wristbands and maybe a red silk sash and boots.” 
 
    She smiled at me.  “Inspired choices.  She walked back into the walk-in to dress.” 
 
    “Rhys,” I said.  “You seem to need a new outfit.  Why don’t you go in there, too, and let Selene dress you funny?” 
 
    Rhys rolled off the bed, onto her feet, and crossed toward the closet.  “I’ll just take you up on that offer.” 
 
    I hit another button, glad that I’d left Bella Donna with a magic cell phone of her own.  It began to ring.  It rang a while.  Finally, someone helped her push the right button.  Her voice reached me.  “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi, Bella.  I need you.  Can you come to the Red Moon right away?” 
 
    “I might get lost.  I’ve never been there before.” 
 
    “I’ll have Colt go get you.  You are still at the Restaurant?” 
 
    “I have a room on the second floor.  They got me a big screen TV.” 
 
    “Okay.  He’ll be by in a bit.”   
 
    That gives us five gods, a demigod boy, and a vampire.  I’ve won the day with far less. 
 
    “Okay, gotta go.”  I opened a mini-portal and dropped the phone inside.  As the portal closed, I slid off the bed.  Calling shadows to me, I wrapped myself in darkness that hardened into shadow-armor.  I called my titanium katana to me, strapping it on, then rushed to the door.   
 
    I thought about where I wanted the house to take me.  I opened the door and stepped through.  Instead of emerging in the outer hallway, I appeared on the second floor, in Colt’s room.  It was dark except for a nightlight with a grinning clown face that made  me shudder in revulsion.   
 
    Don’t people know how scary those things are? 
 
    I approached the bed, noticing that the covers had been propped up inside to improvise a tent.  Light shone through the blanket, a flashlight, or a battery-powered lantern.  The first thought I had was that Colt was reading porn and whacking off.  Sure, he was only nine-years-old, but I’d been precocious myself.  The second thought I had was that I could scar him for life by whipping aside the blanket and going “Boo!”  I was just about to when I heard him talking. 
 
    “There’s nothing better I’d like, but I’m sure Dad wouldn’t approve.  He likes to keep me under his tyrannical thumb.” 
 
    Yes, I do.  And when did Colt get his own phone? 
 
    The voice that answered wasn’t on the phone with him.  He wasn’t alone in bed.  A young girl was under that tent: Zahra, I recognized her voice.  “It’s not as if they’re raising you right.  Wolves would do a better job.  And now they have that Lilja creature around so you get less and less attention.  And too much of hers.” 
 
    Also true. 
 
    “You should come live with us,” Zahra said. 
 
    I was surprised her seer powers hadn’t already cued her in to the fact that I was in the room, or maybe it had and this conversation  was a way of planting a seed in my brain. 
 
    Sneaky. 
 
    I cleared my throat.  “What are you doing under there, Colt?” 
 
    There was a startled gasp, but only from him.  He at least hadn’t known I was listening.  “Uh, Dad?  What are you doing here.” 
 
    “That’s my question.”  I grinned to myself.  “Have you snuck some shameless, low-moral floozy in here for a bout of carnal bliss?” 
 
    There was a moment of furious whispering as Colt explained it to Zahra, whose native language was ancient Egyptian.  “He thinks we’re having sex,” Colt said. 
 
    “That’s what beds are for.  That and sleeping.  And you aren’t asleep,” I said.  “If you knock that girl up, Colt, her dad will get out his shotgun and make you marry her.” 
 
    That startled them into silence. 
 
    Then Colt erupted.  “No, Zahra.  Don’t even think about it.” 
 
    “At least wait until his balls drops,” I said. 
 
    “Drop where?” Zahra asked innocently. 
 
    “You’d better talk to your mother about that,” I said.  “Does Kat know you’re here?” 
 
    The blanket came down and was pushed aside.  There was a camping lantern there but no porn. Just a brochure for a comics/anime convention scheduled soon for Shreveport.  Colt wore copper-red pajamas under a black robe, his feet bare.  Zahra wore denim cut-offs, a pink top, and a dark green jacket that contrasted her sable hair.  I noticed that her kicked-off sneakers lay on the floor by the nightstand, next to a pink backpack.   
 
    Zahra and Colt were sitting up, peering at me like I was something wiped off their shoes.  “Kat knows what she needs to,” Zahra said. 
 
    That meant no.   
 
    I pulled my phone out of nowhere and let a finger hover above it like the Sword of Damocles. 
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” Zahra said. 
 
    I smiled at her.  “I know, but I want to.” 
 
    “Narc,” Colt said. 
 
    “Hey, jail-bait,” I said.  “I’m saving your virginity here.  At any second, Bastet could possess Zahra and have her slutty way with you.” 
 
    “Please don’t,” Zahra said.   
 
    “Then I need something in return.” 
 
    Colt’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. 
 
    “We’ll do it,” Zahra said. 
 
    Colt stared at her.  “Do what?” 
 
    “He’s sending us on a mission to get Bella Donna in San Francisco and to fight a holy war, or something like that.” 
 
    “A holy war?” Colt echoed. 
 
    “I need a bunch of gods to go save a world being attacked by the Flawless,” I said.  “Are you in?” 
 
    Colt’s eyes got big.  “An adult mission?!” 
 
    “You’ve been getting experience with the Legion of Five.  It’s time to see what you’ve learned.” 
 
    He turned his head to the wall as if looking through it.  And maybe he was.  He’d been born a demigod.  Neither of us knew what abilities might still pop up out of the blue. 
 
    “What about Lilja?” 
 
    “Let’s not wake her.  She’s already had her adventure,  Besides, we need a different skill-set for this.  It’s not a sneak-up-and-steal -their-eyeballs kind of thing.” 
 
    “Ewww.  Who does that?” Colt asked. 
 
    I shrugged.  “It was an example.”` 
 
    Zahra and I locked gazes.  She shuddered and simply knew what I referred to.  Oddly, she didn’t say anything to Colt. 
 
    She doesn’t want to wreck their relationship.  Isn’t that sweet? 
 
    “You know, Zahra...”  I paused for dramatic effect. 
 
    “What?”  She frowned. 
 
    “When you’re ready to make a man of my boy, running off to the Love-Me-Tender Wedding Chapel in Las Vegas, I’ll not only give you my blessing but keys to a hot rod Mustang with vanity plates.” 
 
    “You can threaten us,” Colt said, “but you can’t bribe us.” 
 
    The avid gleam in Zahra’s eyes told me she was thinking about it.  Hard. 
 
    “Colt, You’ll find Bella upstairs in that Vietnamese restaurant we all went to earlier.  Bring her straight back here.  Red and Kain are coming, too.  Once everyone is here, we’re...” 
 
    “Jumping the Red Moon across time and space,” Zahra said. 
 
    I nodded.  “Exactly.” 
 
    I had a plan.  An insane one.  The craziest idea I’d ever had.  This was going to be so fun.  If we survived. 
 
    Colt and Zahra scrambled off the bed.  She put her shoes and backpack on.  Colt went into his closet and a minute later came out in black jeans, white sneakers, and his black hoodie with the white Punisher logo on it.  The oversized skull grinned happily as if he knew what I had planned. 
 
    Colt gestured casually and a disc of copper-red light swelled in the air, becoming large enough to walk into.  He took Zahra’s because she had him well-trained.  Together, they walked into the portal.  It remained open behind them, their way back.  I returned to the hallway door and stepped through. 
 
     Emerging in the downstairs hallway as Selene and Rhys came off the landing.  They had linked arms and were laughing softly.  Probably at me.  Selene wore the outfit I’d suggested.  In crimson chain mail, loaded down with weapons, and sporting a cape, Rhys didn’t look much different.  Of course, Selene’s bust-size was decidedly larger, drawing first glance. 
 
    “You’ll have to bring your brothers next time you visit,” Selene said. 
 
    “Who says there will be a next time?” I said. 
 
    Selene waved my words away.  “My moon, my choice.” 
 
    “Then maybe it’s time I looked for a god-domain of my own.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Selene said. 
 
    “You don’t want me visiting?” Rhys said. 
 
    A spectral green light bathed the hall.  A phantom doorway opened and Kain and Red stepped through.  Red wore her chain mail bikini and her breast-size was a match for Selene’s.  Kain was a lucky man.  He carried a video camera.  Hovering behind him were ghost balls of greenish light, spectral servants.  Each of them floated a camera along with them.  One of the ghosts took a picture of me. 
 
    Ignoring it, I answered Rhys’ question.  “I don’t want any more of your family to feel free barging in whenever they want.  I’ll wind up murdering someone.  Repeatedly.”  
 
    “Oh, can I help?” Kain asked. 
 
    I slanted him a warm glance.  “Certainly.”

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY 
 
      
 
    “Ambushes require a tasty 
 
     bait, or don’t bother. 
 
      
 
                                   —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    Soon, most of my guests were here.  Sadly, Xan was still on the Dragon World filling in for me at some boring state ceremony I’d ambushed her with.   Red was here without the giant centipede.  She explained that he’d gone off on a little adventure back in California and eaten someone who’d disagreed with him.  The giant bug was home, with an upset tummy.   
 
    Not having a War Room in the Red Moon’s Fortress as I did back in my demon clan-house on Earth, I gathered everyone in the library except for Lilja who remained blissfully asleep, dreaming of bouncing eyeballs, unaware she was missing out.  Colt and Zahra were in the children’s fiction section, ignoring us.  He pushed Zahra along a shelf as she stood on a wheeled ladder, looking at titles.   If she expected Charlotte’s Web, she was going to be disappointed.  
 
    Bella sipped wine with her new friend: Urel, Queen of Winter.  The queen had dragged along her four-pack of sabercats whom I’d yet to see in human form.  I hoped they were housebroken.  Red left Kain’s side to play with the kitties.   
 
    Kain settled into a comfy, brown leather chair near the fireplace, perusing a dark tome that had been left out on a table.  The book gave detailed instructions on skinning garden spiders.  It was tiny and written by a gnome scholar named Obadiah Bruinswagger.  The book had been published posthumously after the sage was drained dry of blood by such a spider.  They get very big—and thirsty—on some worlds. 
 
    Selene and Rhys were doing the heavy-lifting: guiding the Red Moon in its latest jump.  We’d soon be arriving in orbit over the world of Almost-Prime.  Of course, moving a moon was a slower, harder process than just jumping a person.  Arriving soon could take minutes.  Half an hour maybe.  The godlings under attack by the Flawless would just have to hold out as best they could. 
 
    I wandered over to where Selene and Rhys sat in a library corner.  An antique-looking globe on a spindle stood between them. Crimson as blood, the orb revealed the various areas of Selene’s moon. The display was the focus of their power.  Their eyes were closed.  They held hands, and their spare hands were pressed palm-first to the globe.  It wobbled a little. And so did the real moon: magical navigation.  The globe was the symbol of the moon.  As they controlled it, they controlled the real thing; a Jedi mind-trick with a bit of Vulcan mind-meld thrown in, and a bit of witchcraft  for good measure.   
 
    I watched but didn’t disturb them.  A moon is a lot to manhandle.  Or womenhandle.  On this leap, magical barriers would keep gravity steady and our atmosphere intact, as they always did, not letting any violent storms kick up—hopefully.  
 
    From the ramparts of the fortress—where our black-iron gargoyles stood sentry—the sky would be dark, a starless sky wrapping the planet until we found our way to the sun of Almost-Prime.   
 
    I could go up and watch with the gargoyles, but there’d only be nothingness as hell-dimensions and other realities flipped past too fast for sight.  There’d be nothing to see until we arrived.               
 
    Then, I expected we’d be too busy for sightseeing.  I had Rhys’ report in greater detail.  Two Flawless had come out of nothingness. The same way we were going to.  One of the crystalline abstractions hung in orbit, basking in the world’s sun, glittering and refracting in a ghostly manner.  The other Flawless descended upon the planet, materialization beams  depositing the scavengers which were the genetically remodified Villagers from Bella’s lost dimension.    
 
    The grounded godlings had fought back against the scavengers.  Hopefully, they were still fighting.  Once the planet was stripped, the resources taken, the bug-men would be recalled.  Then the jewel-toned death-winds would strike.  I’d faced this threat on the Dragon World with shrines that used my reservoired power to protect the cities.  I had no time to build shrines where we were going.   
 
    I’d explained the process to Selene and Rhys.  When I joined their spell-circle, we three would be channeling the power of the rest of us to do the heavy-lifting needed.  The Red Moon would have to do the rest. 
 
    This needs to work perfectly the first time.  We might not get a second chance. 
 
    As I waited for the moon to be dragged across the multiverse, the others joined me a few at a time.  I think the phantom balls of light with the cameras were the most disappointed; nothing was going on to chronicle.   
 
    Then the area above the globe came alive with wisps of color: streamers of neon green and blue, ribbons of sallow-gold, azure streaks edged with purple. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Red whispered, caught in the drama of the moment. 
 
    Selene answered without opening her eyes. “We’re hitting higher and higher levels of cleric energy.  There’s more turbulence, more resistance.” 
 
    “I was afraid of this,” Rhys said. 
 
     High overhead, the crystals on the chandeliers jangled a warning.  I pulled a chair over and joined the two women, touching each hand they held to the orb.  My skin glowed gold as my godly emanations spilled out, hazing the red moon so it looked rusty-gold.    
 
     The colored bands continued to thicken.  The auroras spread to encircle the globe.  The moon shivered.  A rumble swelled up.  The red stained-glass windows of the library cracked with loud pops.  The stone fortress itself groaned along with the rest of the planet. 
 
    “The inertial dampeners are going offline,” Colt said. 
 
    I stared. 
 
    “It’s what they say on Star Trek at times like these,” Colt said. 
 
    Well, I can’t say he’s wrong. 
 
    “I’m going to try to pull in some of the cleric energy we’re hitting, and let it buffer our path,” I said. 
 
    Except for the groaning and rattling of chandeliers, all was quiet.  The multi-colored haze around the globe dipped in, the strands like striking snakes.  The cleric energy stung my hands.  I didn’t let them do more than jerk slightly as more and more of the haze grounded into me.  Veins of blue, green, and purple writhed under my skin.  I felt my bones and tissues heating up.  And then the flow of cleric energy reversed and a protective shield of mist swept across the globe where its atmosphere would have ended. 
 
    The green balls of light took pictures. 
 
    The chandeliers quieted.  No more windows cracked.  The rumble and crystal-scream of the moon went mute.  “You’re doing it,” Zahra whispered.  She almost sounded impressed with me. 
 
    Once I had the cleric shield gusting around the globe’s airspace—and thereby the Red Moon itself—the process became easier, almost becoming automatic.  Weird colors stopped crawling under my skin. 
 
    Losing interest, the ghost drifted away with their cameras.  The rest of my guests were still absorbed in what was going on.  I felt burning eyes and hungry thought prying at me with interest.  After another moment, the shield we’d created became a shell of solidified light, all the colors shifting into a marshmallow cream with fine gray cracks.   
 
    “What now?” Kain asked. 
 
    “Approaching home,” Rhys said.   
 
    “About to punch out of warp,” Colt added. 
 
    “At least we didn’t go plaid,” Zahra said. 
 
    “That’s Spaceballs,” I said.  “And plaid isn’t a thing.” 
 
    “And you know how?” Selene asked. 
 
    “This is it!” Rhys screamed. 
 
    “All hands to battle stations!” Colt yelled. 
 
    The cameras clicked furiously. 
 
    The whitish shell around the globe flashed and volatilized, and the air was scrubbed clean.   “Bella, take Rhys’ place,” I ordered.   
 
    Rhys jumped out of her chair, abandoning the magic circuit she’d been part of.  Bella took her place, connecting to Selene and myself.   
 
    Standing aside, Rhys yelled over everyone’s murmuring.  “Those who want to go down to the planet and fight monsters, come with me.  I’ll open a portal.” 
 
    “Finally,” Red said.  “Coming darling?” 
 
    Kain smiled at her in his three-thousand dollar black suit.  A swirl of green spectral energy heralded the arrival of his cursed sword with its blood-speckled patina.  He gripped it firmly.  I’m ready to go.” 
 
    “I and my cats will go and fight with you,” Urel said. 
 
    “I need to stay here,” Zahra said.  “I think Bastet will be putting in an appearance soon.  My toes are tingling.” 
 
    “Want me to stay with you?” Colt asked. 
 
    “No.  Go and have fun,” Zahra told him. 
 
    Rhys opened a greenish-yellow portal to the planet and waved the landing party through.  She went last, closing the gateway behind her.  That went a long way to clearing out the library, leaving the orbiting Flawless to Selene, Bella, Zahra, and me. 
 
    “Bella,” I said, “can you show us what’s happening in the darkness surrounding the globe?  You’ve seen a Flawless.  You know what we’re looking for.” 
 
    “I’ll try.”  She closed her eyes and a shroud of gloom wrapped around the globe, dimming its crimson to a garnet red.  The gloom enclosed the globe without quite touching it, or a burnt umber ball that suddenly appeared, hazed by a cyan atmosphere that was streaked with sulfur clouds.   
 
    “That’s Almost-Prime; the planet we’re here to save,” I said. 
 
    “It is.” Zahra pointed at an object inside the planet’s atmosphere: an intricate pulsing of crystal colors.  “That’s the Flawless attacking.”  She pointed to a spot out on the periphery of the gloom.  “There’s the second one.  It’s keeping its distance.” 
 
    “Why?” Bella asked. 
 
    “It’s looking for us.” Zahra stared at me.  “By which I mean you.  You killed one and destroyed an entire dimension they were interested in.  They don’t know what you are yet.  What you could possibly be.  That’s beginning to scare them.” 
 
    “Just wait until they know me,” I said. 
 
    “Okay, Caine, let’s see if we can destroy that one hanging back.” 
 
    “That’s the part I’m not clear on,” Zahra said. 
 
    “Me either,” Bella said. 
 
    “The same thing we did to build the shield with cleric energy, we do that again, but this time, we pull all that energy into the Red Moon.  We charge up its crystalline core.” 
 
    “And hope the dilithium crystals don’t blow the engines,” Zahra said. 
 
    I smiled.  “Yeah, think happy thoughts.” 
 
    Pouring our attention on the display, we pulled the rich etheric energy of space into the moon.  Our little world was going to get the opposite of a lobotomy.  Artificial intelligence?   
 
    There was more free energy here than in the lesser realities we’d come through.  Over the globe, silver fire solidified.  The angel-fire wrapped the red moon globe, making it a pale pink shape within the silver.   
 
    “Not too much or we’ll go as Krypton did,” Selene said.  “The substrata of the moon is fragile.  I’m dampening rogue harmonics.   I can feel the moon drinking in the flow, her consciousness stirring awake.” 
 
    “The Flawless in space see us.  It’s coming this way,” Zahra warned. 
 
    I looked at the silver crystal flicker that was the second Flawless ship.  “It’s spoiling for a fight.  Are we ready?” 
 
    “I think we need more time.” Selene caught my gaze.  “I think you’re going to have to go out there and stall.  Theoretically, emptiness can’t be hurt.” 
 
    “Good thing I’m full of it.” 
 
    I thought of my mother and the things I’d had to face to move on.  To sorta move on.  “You might be surprised.”  I looked at Zahra.  “Can you—” 
 
    “Take your place?  Yes.  Go.  And be careful.”  She almost choked getting that last part out.   
 
    Her head fell forward, hair falling across her face.  She trembled and swayed, suddenly throwing her head back to stare at the ceiling.  Her eyes beamed green.  Her face darkened with smoke-colored hair.  Her ears migrated to the top of her head, fuzzing over, going pointy.  A bit of a snout formed as whiskers stabbed outward.  A phantom wind sprang up, lifting her hair, blowing it back behind her.  The green blaze dimmed from her eyes, leaving vertical pupils behind.  Her irises had been dark brown, nearly black.  Now they were pure, rare jade.  Her middle eastern skin coloring lightened to a pale hazel as a goddess aura ignited. 
 
    “Behold,” she said, “the glory that is Bastet.”  She looked down at the teenage clothing covering her body, and the sneakers on her feet.  “What am I wearing?” 
 
    “Never mind.”  I jumped up, grabbed her shoulders, and steered her to the seat I’d abandoned, pushing her down.  “Gamer up.  I gotta run.” 
 
    The dark shadow I’d worn relaxed, with the softness of cloth, hardened into armor.  The golden vanes of my god-form stabbed out of my back.  Darkness hooded me.  From one step to another, I opened a shadow-portal that swallowed me, closing it quickly behind me to avoid explosive decompression.   
 
    Black space surrounded me.  Stars were a spangle of blue and white.  Both the red moon and the world of Almost-Prime lay behind me in the void along with the local sun.  The Flawless ahead of me, a crystal puzzle of extra-dimensional bends and distortions.  I drew my sword and summoned winding sheets of golden lightning as a shield. 
 
    With a primal scream, I plunged toward my enemy. 
 
    Cold lime beams of fire slashed from the Flawless.  The energy washed over my lightning shield.  It held.  I pushed myself from dragon-speed to god-speed, cutting the distance half.  The icy green beams refocused, stabbing again.  They hit my shield with greater force, splinters of lime pierced, glancing off my armor. 
 
    I went to hyper-god speed. 
 
    And landed deep inside the Flawless.  I felt its pockets of shadow and their varying quantum signatures.  And strangely, I could hear them as fractured songs.  Though one mass, its parts were also occupying distant points in other reality.  It had a form of emptiness just like I did.  And fractal redundancies for any emergency.  I’d faced this before.  But that was the old me. 
 
    I pulsed my shape, becoming a nothing that loomed over it, and then I encompassed it, taking all of it inside me.  The parts of it that were in other spaces found parts of me in those spaces as well, my nothing just as multi-dimensional as it was.  Cold green rays beamed from all parts of it, ripping at my nothingness. 
 
    Is that all you’ve got? 
 
    The knot of its form shifted.  Roughly, it copied my shape down to the vanes in my back. And the sword in my hand.   
 
    What the hell is that about? 
 
    As its sword slashed, the blade folded on perforations, becoming an irregular lash of joined, triangular plates.  Those plates shimmered with silver angel-fire.  I sensed it was trying to evolve into something capable of destroying me. 
 
    Aw, hell no!  Not in this or any other universe.
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    “When it’s your time to  
 
    go, I’ll tell you off to hell. 
 
    Until then, be patient. 
 
      
 
                                   —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I let the metal lash wind around one hand.  The alien energy drained into the emptiness of my shadows, jagging harmlessly, until I spit it out—literally—just like dragon lightning.  
 
    The returning discharge snaked into the Flawless, burning, discoloring, leaving pockets of slag behind.  The damaged sections shriveled and tried to sink from sight.  But I followed them down to the molecular level where a fractal mirror image traded places.  The new piece returned and plugged itself in.   
 
    Near-infinite redundancy.  That is such a cheat.  Well, let’s try an attack on the quantum level.  Without replacements, it can’t repair. 
 
    I sank to a mere echo of myself, part of the quantum song.  And there, swung my katana, using the two-dimensional shadow to clip molecular bonding in fractal  streams.  A thousand strikes followed at god-speed, each of them assigned a subtly different quantum tone as I occupied the center of my attack.   
 
    I returned to all dimensions, looming around the Flawless like Death himself. It screamed in wht would have been silence to anyone else.  I heard a hash of quantum turbulence.   
 
    Then immense phantom replacement parts ghosted in from higher planes of reality.  It restored itself from some astral reality that had to be the ultimate cloud-backup while the newly damaged sections withered off and fell away. 
 
    Now, how is this fair?  Fuck.  If only there were some frequency within all of reality, an enharmonic that could touch all of it wherever it had dispersed... 
 
    Suddenly, I remembered such a song.  I’d heard it after breaching the wall to Prime; the echo of the primal song that gave birth to all things. 
 
    Ah, Hell in a blanket!  How did that thing go? 
 
    I wasn’t a singer.  I was a warrior.  But I knew the mind was a wondrous thing.  It could find a way if you’d stand aside and just let it.  And I remembered my battle on Earth with my mom before she god-swiped me.  She’s opened her mouth and hit me with a blast  of song—more light than sound, a pure rush of white.  It contained that same cosmic echo know that I thought about it. 
 
    She’s been to Prime!  That’s why she knows it’s useless for godlings to go there.  That’s why her family doesn’t try.  Or others that know her.  She was the one who put out the word. 
 
    I’d distracted myself.  The Flawless was glowing, growing monstrous lensed apertures were all swiveling my way.  I had a second or two before the counter-attack hit. 
 
    I closed my eyes, opened my mouth, and sang my ass off.  In my mind, I let the memory of the Prime echo dominate.   Tension bled away.  Peace came.  Though in human form, I felt pressure like when my dragon spews lightning.  But it wasn’t copper I tasted.  It was silver angel-fire, something purer than the solar flame of silver dragons. 
 
    The Flawless hit me with a wall of raw energy. 
 
    And I hit that wall with my song. 
 
    The cosmic echo filled my ears even though sound can’t carry in space without air.  I didn’t bother trying to understand it.  Silver-white phosphorus streamed out my throat, up from my belly, as if I were some entirely new dragon the universe had never known before. 
 
    My storm gathered its attack and hurled it back with interest.  I sang until I emptied, however long that was, and when I stopped, the Flawless was a black coil of slagged abstraction with no quantum signature at all.  It faded away to whatever hell exists for songless things, and I was alone.  Well, except there was one Flawless left. 
 
    And suddenly, I felt drained, weak, like the echo leaving me had taken most of my vitality as well. 
 
    I can’t fight like this.  Need a break.  Hopefully, the last Flawless doesn’t know what’s happened to its brother.  The answer to that would be obvious: if it was still here, it didn’t know.  If it knew, it would be running. 
 
    I pulsed my empty shadow to fill a space covering the solar system, then collapsed my size while pushing my awareness to a new place to be.  This was a refinement over moving a whole universe just to relocate.  And I was back in the library, staggering under returning gravity.  I managed a few steps toward Selene and the others and had to stop. 
 
    Selene stood and turned from the magical display around her Red Moon globe.  She walked toward me, then stopped halfway.  “What did you do?” 
 
    “Didn’t you see?”  I looked at Bella and Bastet.  They, too, were on their feet, staring at me.  “You wanted it stopped.  I did.” 
 
    Bella and Bastet came up behind Selene, lending emotional support. 
 
    “It shouldn’t have been that easy.  In all the timelines I live in...”  Selene didn’t finish that thought. 
 
    “It wasn’t easy,” I said.  “I just made it look that way.” 
 
    Bastet hissed like a cat.  “You are no kind of god I understand.” 
 
    Bella knelt and lowered her head in submission.  “He has passed beyond to something else.” 
 
    Tears brimmed in Selene’s eyes.  “You’ve gone beyond and left me behind.  How can I reach you now?  All my other selves are gone.  A new future unfolds.” 
 
    “I’m right here.”  I held out my hand.  “You only have to take my hand.” 
 
    Selene stared at my hand, then spun, and ran from the room, a new door opening just where she needed one.  Bastet went after her.  The new door closed on its own and became a wall once more.  I looked back to Bella and took a step toward her.   
 
    “I don’t understand any of this.” 
 
    She trembled at my words.  “It is not my place to understand.  I live for you.  That is my only truth, my lord.” 
 
    “Lord?” 
 
    “What else can a mere god call one such as you?” 
 
    Fuck me on my high horse! 
 
    An emanation reached me as someone I knew entered the fortress.  Someone I knew and hated.  “Bella, go find the others.  Someone is here who I think can answer a few questions for us.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.”  Bella turned to a shadow and flowed away.   
 
    I turned around and faced the library door.  I could hear steps out in the hallway, approaching.  The door opened.  My mother entered.  She walked toward me, a weird expression on her face.  As if too many emotions were trying to emerge.  Finally, one dominated.  Exquisitely painful sorrow. 
 
    I hit her with a cold, hard tone: “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I have come to hurt you one last time.” 
 
    “One last time?” 
 
    “One last time.  By giving you an answer you don’t have.” 
 
    “You don’t have any answers I want.”   
 
    I say that, but is it true? 
 
    “Come with me.  There is something on the planet below I have to show you.” 
 
    I took a step toward her.  “And then what?” 
 
    “You won’t see me again.” 
 
    “That much is good news.  All right.  Lead the way.  I’ll follow.” 
 
    I felt her reach out with her emanations.  They shoved the universe.  And we were both on the planet, standing below the Red Moon.  I looked past her at a grounded city.  Beyond that, the other Flawless drifted in the sky.   
 
    It doesn’t know it’s alone now; that its brother is gone. 
 
    “This way.” My mom turned her back and walked toward the grounded city.  I followed.  The world sped by in a couple of bursts, and we covered miles.  We passed a road I recognized, traveled past the lip of the escarpment, and approached a solitary well, the secret way out of her buried fortress.   
 
    “Going home?” I asked. 
 
    “No.  You are.  Just a little farther.”  She kept moving.  The killer moss around the well didn’t leave its nest of bones to try to kill either of us.  We went on until we came to a second well.  “This is where I put you when I jumped you here for the first time.” 
 
    The chamber with the lethal water and the killer eels.  Where the mound men tried to kill me, and I was saved by Rhys. 
 
    “I don’t think there’s anything down there I need to see,” I said. 
 
    “There is.  One small truth you need.  I’m not lying.” 
 
    “I know.  I can’t remember you ever lying.  That I know of.” 
 
    I was feeling stronger, less drained.  I really needed to deal with the remaining Flawless.  Or Mom could.  I wondered if this was a good time for a few confirmations.  I stared at her.  “You’ve been to Prime.  That’s where you got that battle scream of yours.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “That’s why you knew the multiverse didn’t absolutely need a demon lord to save it.  You, and probably Rhys, too, can lead this war.” 
 
    She said nothing. 
 
    “But that would be boring,” Kain said.  He came out from behind a tree, camcorder running, his sword hanging at his back.  “Caine, I take it this is your mother.” 
 
    “To use a term very loosely,” I said. 
 
    She flinched at that. 
 
    Gravely, Kain nodded toward her.  “Honored.  You are the one I’ve heard the natives refer to as the Steel Rose.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “They are waiting for you to come and deliver the finishing blow,” Kain said. 
 
    “I’m busy.  There is something important I need to wrap up here.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I record it for posterity?”  He jostled the camera to draw attention to it. 
 
    “If you must.  It might make it easier—later.” 
 
    Later? 
 
    Mom extended her hands, palm up, and pushed as if lifting the ugly sky.  The woods blurred and we were underground, in the cavern where she’d earlier trapped me.  Overhead, I could see the hole through which I’d been thrown, with nothing to break my fall. 
 
    “Poor hospitality” I muttered. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said.  “Next time I’ll do better.” 
 
    Except she’d already said there’d be no next time for us.  I wondered where in the multiverse she was going to go.  And if Rhys was going, too.  That bothered me.  Colt would miss his Aunt. 
 
    “This way.”  She led us through the cavern.  Kain’s ghost buddies showed up with their cameras, lighting the way.  The light was green, adding a spooky element to the rough formations.  The loose dirt gave under each step, a minor annoyance. 
 
    “How’s the fight going with the locals and the scavengers?” I asked. 
 
    “They’re doing well,” Kain answered. “They are godlings after all.  The more experience they get, the better they do.  The better they do, the more confident they become.  The more confident they become, the more their godly powers grow.  I think they’re well on the way to rebooting their civilization from this fall.” 
 
    “And our guys?” I asked. 
 
    Mom led us around a formation and over to a familiar carved face on the wall.  This was the entity that controlled the dirt men that had attacked me.  She didn’t seem cautious of it at all. 
 
    The ghosts took pictures. 
 
    “You carved this?” Kain asked. 
 
    My mother nodded. 
 
    “It looks like Caine,” the vampire said. 
 
    “It does not,” I objected.  “It’s much too ugly.” 
 
    “I said I carved it,” mom glowered at me, “not that I was any good at it.” 
 
    “What’s its purpose?” Kain asked.  “It smells of magic.” 
 
    “It’s the control interface with a very complex spell,” she said. 
 
    “It makes golems from the dirt.  And land sharks,” I warned. 
 
    “It’s a guardian with protections that keep the uninvited away.” 
 
    “Glad to be invited,” Kain murmured. 
 
    I was tired of the tour.  “I’ve seen this before.  Why am I here.” 
 
    “Because this is where I buried you the first time I brought you here, a thousand years ago.  You’ve been here ever since, Sleeping Beauty waiting for her prince.”  Mom turned toward Kain.  “You’ve been with him a while now.  You’ve noticed he’s a little off?” 
 
    “I have.  The smell is different.  And this version is a centimeter taller.” 
 
    I glared at Kain.  “What the fuck are you trying to say?” 
 
    He looked at me sadly.  But with growing interest.  He took a little more footage and lowered the camera to answer.  “You are not you.” 
 
    “So I’m what?  A golem?” 
 
    “Yes,” Mom said.  A very complex copy of my son.” 
 
    “Okay, I get it.  This is some stupid joke.  I’m flesh, not dirt.  I have two fucking cocks and the blood to fill them.  There’s been no transporter accident and I’m not a clone with mind-cloned memories, though I’d have to ask Selene about that one to be sure. “ 
 
    Who knows what she might have done to me in my sleep. 
 
    Kain turned to Mom.  “You say you buried him here a thousand years ago?” 
 
    “He thought when I kidnapped him we were only jumping dimensions.  We also jumped back in local time to prepare all this.  I had to create and discard entire systems of magic to achieve my ends.  The cellular-stasis spell alone...” 
 
    Kain nodded.  “So this complex operation has been running for centuries, but Caine isn’t dead?” 
 
    “I’m right here,” I insisted. 
 
    “Not dead.  Asleep.”  She smiled at the vampire.  “You should appreciate the difference.” 
 
    He smiled.  “Oh, I do.” 
 
    “Fine then,” I yelled. 
 
    Three ghosts took my picture. 
 
    “Dig up my coffin.  Let’s all take a look,” I insisted. 
 
    Mom turned back to me, losing her smile.  That’s why I brought you here.  This concerns you deeply.”   
 
    She gestured for us to back away.  We did.  She went to the carved face and laid her hands upon it.   
 
    Vulcan mind meld again. 
 
    Nothing happened at first. 
 
    “Maybe the idol’s asleep,” I said. 
 
    More nothing.  Then a long rectangle surfaced, dripping dirt.  It rose so its top was waist-high.  The ghost swooped in, taking pictures.  Kain whipped up his camera and took some vid-footage.   
 
    I kept an eye out for land sharks; I knew my luck. 
 
    Nothing came swimming in to eat us.  Mom walked away from the face to stand opposite Kain and me, the coffin between us.   
 
    “Allow me,” Kain said.  I gust of phantom wind swirled in and swept the dust away.  What was revealed looked more like frozen butter than a box, but it had a seam, a lid.  And it was translucent.  There was a shape inside the pseudo-ice, or whatever it was. 
 
    And I hated to admit it, but it looked like me.
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    “happily, I wake from dreams  
 
    of blood and violence and  
 
    realize they’re not dreams. 
 
      
 
                                   —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    “Wait,” I said.  “Just supposing that really is me inside there.” 
 
    “No supposing about it,” Mom said. 
 
    Ignoring her, I pushed on, “Then what am I supposed to do with myself?  Tell this guy to take it all, that I’ll be happy for him?  Fuck that twice over with a pointy stick.  I’m a demon lord, damn it!” 
 
    “Hmmm.  Technically, you’re not.  You were only pretending without knowing it,” Kain said.   
 
    “So, we leave him in that box.  Who but us is to ever know?  I won’t say anything if you guys don’t.”  I looked back and forth, from face to face.  They didn’t seem convinced. 
 
    “One of a kind is rare and precious,” Kain said.  “Two of you diminishes the value of my Caine-based collection.  Plus, the real Caine is my friend, the son of Lauphram, last demon lord of Atlantis, my best friend.  It would be too great a betrayal.” 
 
    “I want you to give him your memories, the ones he doesn’t have,” Mom said. 
 
    “And what do I get out of the deal?”  The demon lord in me compelled me to ask. 
 
    “You are strong,” Mom said.  “Destroy the last Flawless and become the highest god of this world.  I will give you a place in my family.” 
 
    “And why would I want that?” I asked. 
 
    “You like Rhys,” Mom said, “and now you know I never betrayed you.  You don’t have to hate me anymore.” 
 
    I pointed at the frozen yellow box.  “He will always hate you.  And he’ll never again let you see your grandchildren.  Isn’t it better if I’m the only version running around?” 
 
    The ghosts took a new round of pictures, but this time, focused on the coffin.  The confusion was over. 
 
    “There’s one thing I don’t understand,” Kain said.  “Why keep him under a thousand years?  Why not five-hundred?  Why not fifty or five?” 
 
    Mom swung her butt around and sat on the coffin.   
 
    And I wished I’d thought of it first.  The other me deserved no better than to be a piece of furniture forever.  I folded my legs under me and hovered godlike, like the god I was; copy or not. 
 
    Mom stared at me and lifted a finger to point.  “How many of you do you think there have been?” 
 
    The question caught me off guard.   
 
    Kain chuckled to himself.  “Oh, I see.” 
 
    “What do you see?” I asked. 
 
    Kain smiled at me.  “Don’t take this the wrong way, but she was making a silk purse from a sow’s ear.” 
 
    “Once more, without metaphors?” I asked. 
 
    “It took me all your life to go from a pilgrim on this world to a Prime goddess,” Mom said.  “The Flawless invasion means there was no time for my son to get to the same point on his own.  A shortcut was needed.” 
 
    “Me,” I said bitterly. 
 
    “Eventually.  My son would have died trying.  Hundreds of versions of you did try.  All died one way or another.” 
 
    I remembered the bones that the well’s moss creature nested upon.  In a sense, those bones were mine.  I hadn’t been the first.  But I was the last.  And the only Prime godling other than Mom.  I could kill Kane to keep this secret.  Mom might even be stronger; killing her might not be possible.  I didn’t like the idea of fighting both of them at the same time.  If I acted against the sleeper, I knew it would come to that. 
 
    We had an impasse here, 
 
    “And if I don’t give him my memories?” I asked. 
 
    “I will allow such selfishness,” Mom said.  “I owe you for your sacrifices though you made them all for your own good.” 
 
    “Which is a man’s natural right,” Kain said. 
 
    “At another time, vampire, you and I must discuss that point at greater depth.  There is a matter here to resolve, and a Flawless waiting to die.”  Mom looked back at me.  “Your choice.  Share or not.  Decide now.” 
 
    Rhys came out of the shadows.  There was bug-juice splattered on her armor.  Her sword was cracked, the edge worn.  “Here you are.  Don’t you guys know battles are raging?  You’re missing out.”   
 
    Her smile lit up her face.  She was looking at me.  The smile was for me.  Now that she wasn’t related, living with her wasn’t so bad a fate.  I’d lose out on being a demon lord, but I could become king of god’s thanks to Prime.   
 
    ”We’ll be along soon,” Mom said.  “Go on ahead.” 
 
    “Okay.”  Ever obedient, Rhys retreated, her steps echoing on the rock, fading. 
 
    I looked back at Mom.  Not really my mom, but if Rhys and I married...  “I’ll do it,” I said. 
 
    Mom stood, turned, and lifted the lid.  The ghosts swooped in for another photo opp.   
 
    “Enough,” Kain waved them off. 
 
    I put my feet down on the cavern floor and approached the coffin, staring in.  “It is me.  I was hoping to the end you both were pulling my chain.” 
 
    Mom reached up and put a palm across my forehead like she was taking my temperature.  Her other hand went to the version of me in the frozen box.  I felt her in my thought, ruffling through them, reliving them with me.  I sensed her surprise to find out I had known it was her pretending to be Rhys when visiting Colt.  After a moment.  She withdrew from my thoughts. 
 
    “It‘s done,” she sighed. 
 
    The sleeper opened his eyes.  His head turned.  He saw me.  He sat up on a bed of gold crystal, still looking at me.  I think his mind was sorting through the new memories given him. 
 
    “I’m going,” I said.  “I don’t want to look at that face anymore.  Not if...if...” 
 
    Something was wrong with my body.  It felt dry, loose, cold...  Like the warmth of a lifetime was pouring away.  I lifted my right hand and looked at it.  Dirt.  My fingers crumbled off.  Then the wrist.  I lifted the other hand.  It was sloughing away as well.  I had moments.   
 
    I looked at my mother.  “So, you know how to lie after all.”   
 
    “I was raised to rule the Dragon World.  Of course, I can lie.   There was never a chance for you.  Your magic and lifeforce were borrowed.  With Caine awakening, they’d automatically go back.” 
 
    I barely heard her with my ears and face sliding off, starting an erosion down my chest.  I was blind, but that was all right; I’d hate to see what was happening to my mighty cocks.  They’d been strong and mighty to the end.  I was proud of them. 
 
    I no longer bothered with hate.  There was no time for it.  Darkness moved in and I died. 
 
      
 
    Things were weird, surreal.  I came awake in a cold, yellow box and sat up.  Hadn’t I just been looking at myself from outside the box?  I felt weak, like I hadn’t used my muscles in ages.  Kain was there, getting it all with his camcorder.  My accursed mother was there as well.  She looked at Kain, “I’m going up to the surface.  I leave my son in your hands as I always have.  Keep sending me the pictures.” 
 
    “One thing, ” Kain said.  “The offer of another life, why go through all that if a new life wasn’t possible?” 
 
    “I had to know what he’d do, how much Prime had changed him.  How the echos of that ancient Song might change us all.” 
 
    “You wondered if Caine can be trusted not to abuse such power.” 
 
    “Or myself.”  Mom turned away and walked off.  “It’s a lot for a soul to carry.” 
 
    Kain helped me from the box.  He put the lid down and had me sit there.  I looked around and memory of land sharks surfaced.  “I told you about the—” 
 
    “Land sharks?  Yes, you did.”  Kain looked off to the cave wall.  “I don’t think we have to worry about them anymore.” 
 
    I followed his glance with my own.  The section of wall where the giant face had been was gone.  I looked lower.  The pieces of it were on the floor.  “I don’t think I’ll miss that guy.” 
 
    Kain stared at me.  “No one will.  But that’s all right.  We need to get you back to the Red Moon.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m a little hazy, but I think Selene was upset with me.” 
 
    Kain pulled out his cell phone.  It was one of those my demon clan had developed that get a connect magically from most alternate dimensions.  At least the ones close to Earth.  He punched in a number.  “Hello?  Selene?  It’s your favorite vampire.  I’m here with your husband and he needs Scotty to give him an immediate beam-out to sickbay.” 
 
    Star Trek reference?  “You’ve watched Star Trek?” I asked. 
 
    “Hush,” he said.  “You’re still delirious.  Next thing, you’ll tell me you’re seeing doppelgangers.” 
 
    “I think I did see myself standing there, looking back until my...his face fell off.” 
 
    “See?” Kain said.  “Delirious.” 
 
    A flood of crimson light flooded the caverns.  A voice cried out, “Caine!” 
 
    “Over here,” Kain answered. 
 
    “I think she meant me,” I said.  “Why am I so weak?” 
 
    “It nearly killed you, destroying that Flawless,” Kain said. 
 
     And suddenly, warm arms were wrapped around me.  My face was buried in Selene’s wonderfully soft tits.  I closed my eyes and just enjoyed the experience. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” Selene demanded. 
 
    “Adrenaline’s worn off and the reaction has set in from him nearly burning himself out to destroy the Flawless.” 
 
    “Told you,” I muttered.  “I only make my miracles seem easy.” 
 
    I heard camera clicks, then Kain’s voice receding.  “I’m going back to the surface.  These scavengers are getting eaten by the trees, rocks, mountains—everything on this planet.  If I don’t hurry, I won’t get to kill any more of them.” 
 
    “Later.”  I waved blindly.  Gravity blinked.  I sensed Selene’s power supporting us both.  She was taking me home.  To our home.  “You know I love you, right?” 
 
    “You proved that last night?” 
 
    “I did?” 
 
    “It was almost like you were a new person, loving, tender, demanding, giving, relentless, and I never knew what was coming next.  I’m sorry I got mad at you and left.  Right when you needed me most.  What were you and Kain doing in that cave with that yellow box?” 
 
    “I’m a little hazy on that myself.  Do you ever have times when it feels like some of your memories aren’t yours?” 
 
    “No.  But don’t worry, I’ll put you to bed and join you there, once the second Flawless is dealt with.” 
 
    “That’s right!  I have to—” 
 
    “Do nothing.  Your mom and I are handling it.” 
 
    “I want to watch.” 
 
    “Okay, but nothing strenuous.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    It was embarrassing to step out of a burst of crimson light and be princess carried by Selene across the library.  Fortunately, only Bella and Zahra were there.  I stared into Zahra’s eyes, looking for holy fire.  “Are you alone in there?”  
 
    “Bastet has returned to her time and place,” Zahra said.  “You look like crap.” 
 
    “Thanks.”   
 
    Selene settled me in a wingback chair where I could watch her and Bella working the Red Moon orb, guiding the moon’s path.  They settled in to do that.  Zahra joined them. 
 
    The library doors opened and Lilja came bursting in.  She ran up to me.  “There you are.  What’s happening?  What have I missed?” 
 
    “I’m wondering that myself,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t trouble your father too much, Lily,” Selene called out.  “He killed a Flawless all by himself and needs to recover.” 
 
    Lilja’s eyes got huge.  She stared.  “You did?” 
 
    “Yeah, guess I’m a hero.” 
 
    “That’s my Papa.”  She slid to the floor and rested her head in my lap so I could pet her. 
 
    Zahra rolled her eyes.  “Now that, I want to unsee.” 
 
    “Concentrate,” Selene said.  “The Flawless is running for space.  We can’t let it escape with these coordinates.” 
 
    “How do we stop it?” Bella asked. 
 
    Zahra smiled.  “Oh, I see.” 
 
    “Going to share that little tidbit?” I asked. 
 
    “Wait and see,” she answered.  “No spoilers,” 
 
    I watched the red orb on its spindle.  Bella’s shadow surrounded it, like space without stars.  I saw the curved surface representing the closest side of Almost-Prime.  There was a folded puzzle piece of crystal that kept changing shape.  The Flawless.  And it was fleeing the planet.  And it didn’t seem to realize that the Red Moon was on an interception course. 
 
    “Lilja,” I said.  “I don’t think you’re going to want to miss this.” 
 
    She lifted her head and turned her face toward the display.  “Is it going to hit us?” 
 
    I shrugged.   
 
    The image of the Flawless neared the Red orb.  “He’s going to veer to his right,” Zahra said. 
 
    The enemy veered right. 
 
    The red orb was stationary but the image of the Flawless blinked and was suddenly bigger, in close proximity.  Then damn!  If the red orb didn’t split along its equator, opening like a geode, displaying teeth of  red crystal.  The shark’s mouth yawned wide.  Our fortress trembled with excitement.  The mouth clamped down and swallowed the Flawless, grinding it into ever-smaller pieces.” 
 
    Lilja clapped.  “That was so cool!” 
 
    “Of course,” Selene said.  “It was my idea.  Who says that insanity doesn’t have its uses.” 
 
    I smiled.  “Not me.” 
 
    In the back shadows of my mind, I heard the scrape of coils, the scratch of claws.  The golden eyes of my inner dragon opened up.  He yawned ferociously.  Ahhhhhhh!  It feels like I’ve slept a thousand years.  Why am I still so tired? 
 
    I touched thoughts with him: Probably my fault.  I took on a Flawless all by myself and destroyed it.  Nothing’s left, I hope. 
 
    How’d you manage that without my help? 
 
    Just lucky, I guess.  Just don’t ask me how I did it.  For some reason, I can’t seem to remember the details. 
 
    There was a wash of red-copper light.  Colt was back with our people.  He let them clear the portal and closed it down.  Lilja’s eyes settled on the sabercats and Urel.  She jumped up and ran off to play with them, not caring a bit about the bug guts and blood splattering them.   
 
    “Colt,” I called.  “I think you better break out extra towels and offer our guests hot showers to clean up.” 
 
    He looked down at his own stained clothes.  “Yeah, good idea.” 
 
    “I have them occasionally.” 
 
    Zahra went with him. 
 
    Bella and Selene came for me.  They dragged me out of my chair, each supporting me from a different side.    
 
    “I can walk, I think,” I said. 
 
    “Shut up,” Bella said.  “The Red Moon is taking a scenic route home.  We’re going to clean you up and put you to bed.  You need to regain your strength quickly.” 
 
    “I do?” 
 
    “You missed your appointment with me,” Bella said. 
 
    “Not my fault,” I said. 
 
    “No,” Selene said.  “But Bella has waited her turn for years and years and years.  Take responsibility.” 
 
    “I’ll need rest, food, maybe a bottle or two of whiskey,” I said.  “Then I’ll be your spoils of war.” 
 
    I think if I stack them face to face, I can line myself up to do them both at once.  With all the others arranged the same way, I can go stack to stack.  I can get all this streamlined.  I wonder how long it would take to do them all two at a time.  I could finally get ahead of schedule. 
 
    Amen: my dragon added.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    “I leave the dying with a happy 
 
    thought, saying: ‘You have pretty 
 
     eyes,’ right before I steal them. 
 
      
 
                                   —Lilja Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I was asleep.  I think.  At least I felt warm female bodies pressed up to me.  My bed was under me.  My heart’s beat slowed, once every hour.  I was a new kind of god now.  A god of Prime.  And still the god of emptiness, that which can never be filled.  Part of me drifted in every shadow everywhere.   
 
    Kinda boring.   I’d rather have a dream of battlefields and naked Valkyries armed with flaming dildos.  No such luck.   
 
    Awash in many places, part of me touched her, the child who’d once been the shadow-beast within me.  It seemed we were still connected in the subconscious.   
 
    Hmmm.  I wonder what her dreams are like.  Probably full of the click-click of ice cream scoopers. 
 
      
 
    Lilja awoke in the dead of night.  For a moment she thought she sensed her father’s presence.  No, she was alone.  Awake now, she grew aware that her bladder required attention.  She threw off the covers and swung both feet to the floor, sliding them inside her fuzzy slippers.  They matched the pink shorts and the nightshirt with lacy trim that she wore.   
 
    She didn’t like the braziers used in the other bedrooms of the fortress.  The coals—the burning smell—made her remember too well the day she’d lost her eyes.  But the room was warm with love because her Papa had put hot water pipes under the floor, and her room had no windows—nothing an enemy could get to her through.  She had a private bathroom and didn’t have to share it with Poop-face, her younger brother.  The door to the hallway had three chains and a deadbolt on it.  She kept them on at night. 
 
    Right now, her kingdom was this room.  One day, she’d rule worlds—just like Papa. 
 
    She went inside the bathroom and took care of business, carefully washing her hands the way a beautiful dragon princess is supposed to—according to Mom.  Selena was her pretend mom.  The one she lived with.  She’d recently learned that her real mother was the one they called Bella Donna.  She’d looked the name up on the internet.  It meant: beautiful lady.  It was also the name of a poisonous plant with sweet berries.  Nightshade. 
 
    Lilja returned to her room and paused. 
 
    There was a small mini-portal glowing copper-red over her desk.  Through her shadow eyes, the world was made of gray tones.    But somehow, magic always had color.  The disk of magical light was eight or nine inches across, with plenty of room for her brother to reach through and steal something.  Colt called it borrowing, and would sometimes put things back.  But not always.  Sometimes, it made her want to hit him with a stick.  A big one. 
 
    She walked over, picked up a ruler, and watched as Colt’s hand came through the disk from his room down the hall.  Surprisingly, the hand was already filled.  He put a mason jar down on her desk.  The hand withdrew.  The mini-portal closed. 
 
    He’d given her a gift?  How odd.  Yes, there was something in the jar.  She hadn’t needed to smack his knuckles.  Unfortunately.  Her dad’s voice echoed in memory: he’s your younger brother.  It’s your job to protect him.  To love him.  You don’t have to like him if you don’t want to. 
 
    Selene was his real mother.  He thought that made him special.  She peered closer at the jar, at what was coiled up on the bottom.  The details were hard to see in the dark with only the nightlights and their gentle gray glows on the baseboards.  She set the ruler down and gathered up the jar, peering closer.  Whatever it was; it pulsed. 
 
    It’s alive!  Where did he get this?  From mom?  She doesn’t normally give out her experiments.   
 
    Maybe it was running around loose outside and he caught it.  He’d also been with those who’d gone to Almost-Prime to kill monsters.  Maybe he’d brought back a baby monster for her.  She had been asking for a pet. 
 
    She tapped the jar.  The object inside didn’t move.  She wondered if butt-head had given her something dead.  That would just be rude!  Half the fun is doing your own killing. 
 
    She yawned. 
 
    Maybe it could wait for morning.  She felt tired.  She went to her bed, slipped off her fuzzy slippers, and slid under the covers.  She found the pale-gray bunny that had been given her by a girl on the Dragon World when she’d been going home from the hospital.  A lot of dragon people had sent gifts.  She had a whole closet stuffed with them, but she only like bunnies.   
 
    Mr. Bunny was the only one who slept with her. 
 
    Butt-head knew better than to ever steal her rabbit.  The one time he’d hidden it, just to mess with her, she’d gone after him with an ice cream scooper.  She’d been serious. 
 
    She found Mr. Bunny under the covers and hugged him as she closed her eyes, already drifting off.  Later, she awoke hearing something fall.  She was comfortable and didn’t want to move, but there was a red-copper light over her desk again.  She slid out of bed and hurried over to see.  The jar had been knocked over.  Colt’s hand was back, dropping a folded paper on her desk.  The hand retracted.  The portal closed. 
 
    She turned on the little lamp by her laptop, grabbed the letter, and unfolded it.  The note was on typing paper, the message scrawled with large letters so she could read it easily with the  eyes she’d made herself using shadow magic.  The note said: I found this on the planet we just left.  I thought you might like it.   
 
    She smiled.  A gift.  Poop-head was trying to be nice.  Fine, she’d take it.  Tribute is tribute.  She set the jar upright and returned to bed and the open arms of Bunny.   
 
    She’d barely closed her eyes when she heard the jar fall over again.  She huffed in simmering rage.  What is it now, Butt-head? 
 
    She flipped over and rolled off the bed, landing on her feet, and came up glaring murder—only to realize that there was no shining portal.  No intruding brother’s hand.  The jar had fallen on its own.  She frowned at it, turning on the light once more.  The jar was motionless, but something long and red was uncoiling inside or trying to.  It didn’t have enough room.  A white something attached to the red ribbon lifted, turning to look at the lamp and then her. 
 
    She held her breath, startled.  It was an eye.  An eyeball rooted to what looked like a tongue. 
 
    Oh, how precious! 
 
    Butt head—dear brother—had outdone himself.  She might be forced to thank him sincerely.   She hated that. 
 
    She poked the glass.  The eyeball flinched back.   
 
    Scardy-cat.  I wonder what it eats.  Does it eat?  I see a tongue but nothing to chew with.  It can’t even swallow.  How is it even alive? 
 
    If Papa was up, she’d go ask him.  She turned to the shadows of her room and listened.  Like her father, Shadow was her creature to call.  All shadows everywhere were doorways for her, windows, and ways to hear conversations not meant for a fourteen-year-old.  Picking up the jar, she wandered over to a thick shadow on the other side of her dresser.  She stepped into the shadow, and out into the darkened hallway on the ground floor.  She moved toward the last place she’d seen the kitchen.  It moved around on her sometimes, as if avoiding her.  She blamed Poop-head for this; he  spread mean stories about her to the appliances.  She’d caught him doing it once to the iron gargoyles guarding the roof. 
 
    As she went, she listened for voices.  They had a lot of visitors on the Red Moon right now.  Somebody might be raiding the refrigerator.  Someone who might share her interest in strange eyeballs. 
 
    She went through a darkened dining room, up to the kitchen door.  She put her hand against the swinging door and walked in.  She froze seeing people she didn’t know.  And not just people.  Boys her age.  Hot boys.  Boys boy-band hot with thick, bristly hair and piercing eyes.  They’d been talking but stopped when she entered. They had her ice cream out of the freezer.  They’d spooned it into bowls and were eating it all. 
 
    No, they are too beautiful to kill.  I can buy more ice cream. 
 
    She forced a smile in place. 
 
    The boys went back to spooning.   
 
    She wandered over to them.  They sat at the breakfast bar, taking up all the stools.  None of them offered her a seat. 
 
    She forced another smile.  “Hi.” 
 
    Two of them grunted like they weren’t real good with words.  The third echoed her with the same word.  The fourth one stared, silent, intense.  Broody.  Finally, he said, “You’re the girl with the bunny ears.” 
 
    He knows me? 
 
    “Yeah,” she said.  “You guys are eating up my ice cream. 
 
    Grunts came from One and Two. 
 
    “Sorry,” Number Three said. 
 
    Four stopped, put his spoon down, and held out his bowl.  “I’ll share?” 
 
    She smiled back at him.  “I have a choice?  No go ahead and finish it.  I can always get more from the royal palace.” 
 
    “Whose royal palace?” Three asked. 
 
    One and Two looked up, waiting for her answer. 
 
    “Mine,” she said.  “My daddy is the God-Emperor of the Dragon World.” 
 
    One and Two looked at each other and went back to eating.   
 
    “Cool,” Three said. 
 
    “What’s in the jar?” Four asked. 
 
    “Something my brother found on the planet while fighting the scavengers.” 
 
    “They tasted nasty,” One said. 
 
    “Thank god there’s ice cream,” Two added. 
 
    “Bug men!  Gah!” Three said. 
 
    “Not a drop of blood,” Four said. “Ichor is worse beer-nuts in creme soda.” 
 
    “Wait,” Lilja said.  “You were eating the bug men?” 
 
    “Not eating,” Four said. 
 
    “Biting,” One said 
 
    “Biting hard,” Two added. 
 
    “And clawing of course,” Three said. 
 
    “We’re shifters,” Four said.  “Sabercats in our other bodies.” 
 
    “You’re Urel’s cats!”  She extended the jar, meaning to set it on the breakfast bar.  It balanced for a half-second, then fell. 
 
    One and Two grabbed for it and got in each other’s way.  They blocked Lilja’s reach a swell.  The mason jar shattered.  Grass scattered.  Lilja hopped backward.   
 
    The tongue-eye sprang off its stiffening tongue, hurling itself to the top of the fridge. 
 
    Three pointed.  “There it is.  Ugly bugger.” 
 
    Four studied the swaying eyeball.  “Plain weird.  Say, is anybody else’s hackles rising?” 
 
    One and Two brushed hands at the back of their necks.  Each said, “Yeah.” 
 
    “Watch out for the glass,” Lilja said.  “It will be hard to pick up if it gets crunched down anymore.” 
 
    “Want us to catch that thing for you?” Three asked. 
 
    “Please,” Lilja said. 
 
    “Cost you more ice cream,” Three said. 
 
    “No,” Four said.  “You’ll do it because Lilja shared her ice cream with us and her family invited us into their home.  It’s what Mother Urel would say.” 
 
    “I’ll get a broom,” One said. 
 
    “Give me your bowl,” Two said. 
 
    “It’s empty,” One said. 
 
    “I know.  So is mine.  I can clap the bowls together and snap up the critter on the fly.”  Two took the offered bowl.  “The rest of you guys move back.  Give me room.”  Two padded around the breakfast bar, sliding behind those Lilja thought of as Three and Four.  Two faced the fridge, a bowl in each hand, his back tight with tension.  Lilja noticed his feet were bare, turning fuzzy, and growing claws.  A tail has yet to poke out of his pants but she remained hopeful. 
 
    She had reservations about how well this recapture was going to work.  “You know,” she said.  “It could be dangerous.  Poisonous even.  It might eat nightshade berries.” 
 
    Three waved off her comment.  “I think we can deal with an eyeball and tongue.  I doubt it can lick me to death.” 
 
    Lilja rolled her eyes but said nothing else.   
 
    Two sprang upward, his shifter muscles easily getting him atop the fridge where the critter huddled.  Suspended by his elbows, Two tried to clap the bowls together. The tongue-eye was faster; hopping in, tongue-slapping the boy in the face.  The critter hopped onto Three’s head.  Its tongue stretched impossibly to wrap the shifter’s throat.  Choking, Two tumbled backward, slamming into the tiled floor.  The bowls clattered away. 
 
    “Aw, for the love of little green mice, that’s not how you do it,” Three said. 
 
    Number Two pried at the tongue one-handedly.  His other hand fended off the eyeball that was trying to stuff itself down his throat. 
 
    “Bet that will taste bad, too,” One said. 
 
    Lilja looked at Number Four.  “He’s choking.  Don’t you think you ought to keep him from dying?”  So I don’t get blamed for it. 
 
    “Hand me the spoons,” Four said. 
 
    Three gathered up three spoons, handing them to Four who already had one.  Four held two spoons in each hand.  Sliding off his stool, he reversed the spoons so the cupped ends were in his palms, the handles jutting out, perfect for stabbing.  “For my next trick,” he said, “I will show you: eyeball-on-a-stick.” 
 
    He pounced on Number Two, pinning him down with a knee to the chest.  The handles in his right hand stabbed at Two’s mouth where the eye had managed to wedge itself.  The handle pierced the eye.  Viscous fluid sloughed into Number Two’s mouth.  He not only choked but bucked in an attempt to cough out whatever he‘d swallowed.   
 
    Lilja swallowed a sigh.  These guys seemed more capable as sabercats than people.  She wondered how much practice they’d had being human. 
 
    Four was shoved back by Number Two who stood up and unwound the tongue from his neck.  The tongue was lifeless, limp,  Two flung it away, scrambled up, and flung himself to the kitchen sink where he hacked like he had a hairball to get rid off. 
 
    “Drink some water,” Number One suggested. 
 
    “No,” Lilja said.  “You’ll swallow more of the eye.” 
 
    Tears streamed down Two’s face.  Whatever he was tasting couldn’t be good.  Two slumped on the edge of the sink, jerking violently.   
 
    One ran to him and pounded on his back.  “Spit it out!  Spit it out!” 
 
    Lilja noticed that a light was on over the stove.  Good.  She ran to a wall switch and slammed it off.  The kitchen’s overhead lights went off.  Darkness closed in.  But there was still light and shadows to work with.  She called a shadow to herself and punched through it, making a mini-portal.   
 
    She yelled imperiously at One.  “Turn his open mouth toward the light.  I need shadow in his throat.”   
 
    One didn’t know what she was trying to do, but he did as she’d ordered.  The shifters were used to doing as Urel said.  You just couldn’t let them think for themselves.  They weren’t used to it.   
 
    Lilja reached into her portal, keeping it very small so just her hand fit in.  She caught hold of a slimy mass not unlike the center of a cracked open egg.  She dragged her hand out of the portal, walked to the sink, and dumped the mess into the sink, hitting the switch for the garbage disposal.  The unit whirred a while.  She cut it off. 
 
    “Now give him water,” she said.  “Oh, and do something about that tongue, too.” 
 
    “It’ll be tough unless we boil it,” Four said. 
 
    “Maybe a pressure cooker,” One said. 
 
    Lilja shook her headed sadly and left the kitchen.  She immediately found Colt and Zahra waiting. 
 
    “Couldn’t wait to open up my gift, huh?” Colt said. 
 
    “It was my idea,” Zahra said. 
 
    Lilja walked on, remembering that she was trying to be nicer these days to Butt-face. “Well, I suppose it’s the thought that counts.” 
 
    I think I don’t want pets after all.  Too much trouble. 
 
    It might have been her imagination, but she seemed to feel a fatherly hand patting her head in approval.  If she had a tail, she‘d have waged it. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIRTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    “Women are dangerous.   
 
    Love, even more so.  Hook up 
 
     and run is still the best policy. 
 
      
 
                                   —Caine Deathwalker 
 
      
 
    I was enjoying the holiday—but not the broiled tongue served for breakfast by the sabercat boys.  They’d meant well but it was tougher than shoe leather in hell.  I’d given up on using the steak knife and, not having a chain saw, walked out of of the dining room and up to the roof where I proceeded to fling the offending tongue out toward the forest of thorns.   
 
    Some passing monster might appreciate a free meal. 
 
    With my god-strength, the ribbon flew very far.  A winged grub the size of a horse swooped in and snatched the tongue out of the air.  The monster hung there a moment before getting snapped up by the talons of a demon-roc.  The giant black eagle carried its breakfast back toward its nest to feed the hatchlings.   
 
    And that’s that. 
 
    I could hear rum-an-coke calling to me from the Billiards Room downstairs. 
 
    Never too earlier to indulge.   
 
    I left the black-iron gargoyles to their morning piss off the edge of the roof, going back down through the roof access.   
 
    I’d better warn the guests that the guards do that, and not to step in the puddles.  Acid.  Nasty stuff. 
 
    I remembered that I didn’t have to walk unless I wanted to.  I willed a small shift of the moon.  The staircase down blurred a moment, and then I was in the Billiards Room.  Kain was at a table, teaching Urel, the Queen of Winter, the fine points of the game.  He stood behind her, very close, helping her adjust her grip on the stick.  “You want a smooth stroke delivering power where it needs to be.” 
 
    “Are we still talking Billiards?” She asked. 
 
    “Don’t mind me,” I said.  “I’ll just grab a bottle and go.” 
 
    “Caine!”  Kain flashed fangs in a smile, impeccable in his usual black suit and red shirt with the black tie.  That had been my look once.  He was welcome to it.  I was a new man, having moved on. 
 
    Urel turned toward me.  “I need to thank you for your hospitality, and your daughter’s kind attention.” 
 
    “We do everything for selfish reasons, but you’re welcome.” 
 
    Kain left her, hurrying over to me.  He took my arm and dragged me toward a pair of wingback chairs by the fireplace.  The dancing flames leaped with primal abandon over seasoned thornwood, scenting the air with a rich roasted nut flavor.  We settled in the chairs.   
 
    “There’s a problem with the upcoming wedding,” Kain said. 
 
    “Is Gloria getting cold feet?” 
 
    “Yes, and she wants to warm them on Vulcan.” 
 
    “Say what?  This isn’t the Star Trek universe, you know.  She’s not talking about a movie set, is she?” 
 
    “The whole sandbox with rock formations, gongs, bells, and weapons.”  
 
    In the background, I heard the clatter of balls careening around a table.  I felt like one of them.  “Just explain it to me.  Eventually, I’ll get to speed.” 
 
    Kain sighed and pushed back in his chair, stretching out his feet so I could admire the fine Italian leather loafer he wore.  “Since the announcement of your upcoming union—a formal wedding of state, mind you—word has spread like an enveloping night.  All the vampire clans are abuzz.” 
 
    “But we met with the clan leaders.  They’re still on board, even though I’m not a vampire?” 
 
    “Oh, sure.  The problem is with those further down the food chain.  Every master of the city has his territory run by seconds and those third from power.  Then comes the human livestock that voluntarily feeds us in hope of being found worthy of immortality.  These last see you as jumping the line.  And every rogue vamp out there not being managed by his or her sire has dreams of empire: of lucking into power and position.  Again we come to your situation.” 
 
    Kain paused to allow me a response. 
 
    “What a soggy bowl of fuck-it-all,” was all I had to say.   
 
    Again came a clatter of balls.  They were spaced out enough that I knew Urel was barely playing, mostly listening in with delight.  I looked over at her.  “Why don’t you pull up a chair.  We might need a woman’s perspective here.” 
 
    “You can sit in my lap if you want to,” Kain offered. 
 
    “I’ll pull up a chair.”  Urel did so, still wearing her primitive hunter’s garb and the enchanted dagger at her waist.  The antlers above her head had been draped with silver Christmas tinsel.  I wondered if she knew.   
 
    Who’s been so daring? 
 
    I looked back to my sorta-namesake.  “You run the vampire world.  Why bring this to me?” 
 
    “It’s become a local problem.  L. A. is an open city: all supernatural creatures are welcome as long as they keep the peace and don’t draw media and police attention.   The discontented have been coming from across the country, in a few cases, from around the world.  They have been converging on Gloria’s Place.  She can’t go into work anymore without out some country-bat vampire trying to seduce and beguile her away from you.” 
 
    “I can see where that would get annoying, but—” 
 
    Kain interrupted me with a raised hand.  “Gloria doesn’t want to be treated like the golden ring with every hand grabbing.  I offered to just kill them, but she says no.  It’s her problem.  She doesn’t need some man—even me—fixing things for her.  That’s why she’s come up with this Vulcan wedding ceremony.  Rather than having ill-mannered vamps crashing the wedding, begging for her love, she’s decided that we might as well make them part of the celebration and silence them for good.” 
 
    “For good?” Urel echoed. 
 
    “Gloria wants to invite those with objections to the wedding to form a line.  As you two are about to be joined, she will challenge; face-palming the gong.  You know what that means?” Kain asked. 
 
    “No,” Urel said. 
 
    I nodded at Kain.  “I do.  I’ve seen that rerun episode many times.  It means I must fight to the death to win her from everyone in line.”  I shook my head sadly.  “She’s a modern capable liberated woman who’s fixed the problem by giving it to me.” 
 
    “Look on the bright side,” Kain advised. 
 
    “Which is?” I asked. 
 
    “I get to wave my sword around and behead anyone who displays cowardliness.  It’ll be a cleansing of the vampire gene pool.  One long overdue.  And the other clan leaders are bound to be entertained.” 
 
    “I think you men are missing something important at the core of her decision,” Urel said.   
 
    We looked at her. 
 
    Urel pointed at me.  “You already have a wife.  Selene.  I’ve met her.” 
 
    “And Izumi,” I said.  “She’s the High Queen of Fairy.  Her mother rules the Winter Court that your father may once have been part of,  What’s your point?” 
 
    “This is to be a State Wedding,” Urel said.  “People are trying to get between you because they don’t believe any true emotions are there.  You are a married man.  Maybe Gloria is wondering just how cold her wedding bed will be, how much of your life she’ll wind up with.  It seems to me that by having you fight to get her, Selene is reassuring herself that she has value beyond affairs of state.” 
 
     “Gloria knows I love her.  We started as friends.  We’ve been close for years.” 
 
    “Not husband and wife close,” Kain said.  “Urel might be right.     Nothing says I love you like a long line of bodies.” 
 
    “Are you taking this seriously?” I asked. 
 
    “Very!” He said.  “I’m the one who had to build the stage set.  I paid premium dollars for the best forgers.  You don’t know how hard it is to find a smith who can reproduce Vulcan weapons for the Pon Farr.” 
 
    “We’re taking it that far?” I asked. 
 
    Kain gestured and a spectral-green portal opened to his Los Angeles mansion, one powered by his phantom servants instead of magic.  It was his unique magic that called and controlled the ghosts:  the Mark of Kain, some called it, cursed to live forever with the voices of the dead.  Not that he seemed to mind. 
 
    Two of his vampires entered the room with long, silk-sided boxes, blue and red.  They were presented to Kain.   
 
    He waved toward me.  “On the floor there is fine.  Leave them and you may go.” 
 
    His minions placed the boxes near me on the carpeted floor,  They bowed to me as well, then departed in silence.  The green portal closed behind them. 
 
    “What’s in the boxes?” I asked.  They looked about right to be sword cases, but that didn’t mean they were.  And there are a lot of different weapons. 
 
    “If we’re sticking to the theme, you’ll need these for the challenges.  They are authentically designed from props used on TV.  Take a look.  That first case has the lirpa, a kind of pugil stick with a blunt end on one end for battering and a crescent blade on the other for making coleslaw.” 
 
    I opened the box and took out the weapon. It was just as he’d described.  In the battle against James T. Kirk, the blade had opened the front of his uniform shirt and cut across his chest.  I remembered the lirpa well, but not the second weapon they’d gone to.   
 
    I handed the lirpa to Urel.  She took it with great interest. 
 
    I opened the second box and found folded straps with lead weights at the ends.  You could catch a foot and drag down your prey, swing the weight as a weapon, tie up a victim, or strangle them.  Very versatile.  This was what Spock had used to strangle his Captain with. 
 
    “That’s the Ahn’woon,” Kain said.  
 
    “I knew it would have a made-up Vulcan name.  I’m seriously supposed to fight with these? ”  I glared.  “I’ll look like a dork.” 
 
      
 
    “No one looks like a dork standing beside a pile of bodies,” Kain said.  “Just agree to it so I can tell Gloria I talked you into it.” 
 
    “I’ll practice with you,” Urel offered.  She looked like she was in love with the lirpa, spinning the shaft so the crescent blade spun. 
 
    “There it’s settled.”  Kain stood.  “You said something earlier about a bottle.  Got any O-neg handy?” 
 
    “There are plenty of monsters outside.  Go hunt one down.” 
 
    That perked Urel up even more.  “You’ve got monsters here?  Can we go hunt one, Kain?” 
 
    I smiled cruelly.  “He’ll have to go ask his girlfriend Red.” 
 
    Kain glared at me. 
 
    “Next time,” I told him, “don’t be a bearer of bad news.  Let Gloria do her own dirty work.” 
 
    Urel looked at Kain, brows lifting.  “You’re taken?” 
 
    “Frequently and often,” he said.  “A vampire’s gotta eat.” 
 
    I took the Ahn’woon from the box, and moved clear of the chairs, holding looped straps in one hand, the weighted end in the other.  Lowering the weight by running more length into that hand, I started the weight swinging, gently at first, back and forth.   Once clear of the others, I spun the weight in small circles, getting the feel of the weapon.  I threw the weight, barely missing one leg of a billiard table.  The weight curved, the material wrapped, and I tugged.  The leg came off the table, flying toward my head.    I plucked it out of the air at dragon-speed.  The maimed table stayed upright.  Mocking me. 
 
    Kain laughed. 
 
    Urel said, “Your technique isn’t bad.  More practice perhaps.” 
 
    I considered blasting the table with lightning but figured such behavior was beneath the dignity of a god.  I tossed the leg back under the table. 
 
    “Kain,” I said, “This Vulcan wedding has been on your mind a while, right?” 
 
    “I suppose so.” 
 
    “That’s why everyone’s been thinking Star Trek.  Your mental shields are leaking.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?!” 
 
    “Maybe you need a wife to settle you down.  I’ll mention it to Red.  Maybe we can have a double wedding.  You know misery loves company.” 
 
    “Don’t do me any favors,” he said. 
 
    “Wait, what about hunting monsters?” Urel asked. 
 
    I walked to the door, throwing the straps over a shoulder.  “I’ll have Selene set something up.  Let’s see how many people want to go.” 
 
    I stepped out the door and I was in the basement.  I hadn’t chosen the direction.  The house had chosen for me.  Or someone here had me strongly in mind.  I looked around but didn’t see Lilja.  Selene stepped out of the shadows.  She followed a wall, looking at all the selves and the mason jars with floating eyeballs.  She walked with arms crossed under her breasts, heels clicking on the stone floor.   
 
    She stopped, her back to me.  “Did you know this was here?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you didn’t say anything.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I saw no reason to.  You have even more appalling interests down in your secret basement, dear heart.  For all I know, the real me is down there, chained to a bed.” 
 
    Selene waved off my words.  “But she’s just starting.  There’s hope of bending her into a more normal, less obsessive pattern for her own good.” 
 
    “Because of the things she’s got to do as part of this family; normality will hold her back,” I said. 
 
    “It’s not healthy.” 
 
    “By whose standards?” 
 
    “We have to do something.  We’re her parents.  She’s just a child.” 
 
    “If you ask goddesses from hell-dimensions, like Red and Bella, they’ll disagree.  So would Urel and her pride of sabercats.  Those of us raised by demons, and those like Lilja who once was a demon, can’t be evaluated by the same scale as humans.  We aren’t human.  What does your inner dragon tell you, Selene?”
There was a long silence.  “She says the kid ought to be hoarding silver, gold, weapons, jewels, expensive clothes, and grimoires.” 
 
    “And the eyes?” I asked. 
 
    “Enemy hearts are more traditional for dragons.” 
 
    “But she’s not a dragon.  Except maybe a shadow-dragon.  She’s darkness given form and intelligence.  She’s become what I thought she ought to be.  I guess I just thought that was tampering enough.” 
 
    Selene turned and looked me in the eyes.  Her eyes were lit with a harsh, red light.  I was talking to her, her dragon, and all the other versions of Selene along the timeline, all crowding the same circuits.   
 
    “So, I’m supposed to pretend I don’t know all this is here?” She asked. 
 
    “You let Colt have his secret base out in the badlands of the Red  Moon mountains: the Citadel of Solitude.  Kids need a little privacy to unwind and be kids.  They also need understanding and acceptance.” 
 
    Not that I’ve ever had any. 
 
    “Selene, If we love them enough, and surround them with good people like Kat and Joshua, Zahra, Julia, Colin, they will probably develop a few redeeming traits.  Let’s just hope for that.” 
 
    “And if it doesn’t work, and she becomes the ultimate monster?”  Selene walked up to me.  “What then?” 
 
    “If she ever needs death, we take care of that too.  It’s the obligation of loving parents.  But this has got to be about more than duty.”  I thought of my mother.   “Or in the end, duty is all we’ll have.” 
 
    Golden eyes opened in the back shadows of my mind.  My dragon stared at me in silence for a moment.  Who are you, and where’s the real Caine Deathwalker? 
 
    Shut up, you fuck of a lizard. 
 
    There he is. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    Kazimir walked into the bar and many eyes turned his way.  There were shifters, the dominant wolves, ancient fey, and his own kind: vampires.  None of them standing eight feet as he did.  He’d come from Eastern Europe, hearing that a great deal of power was up for grabs.  Old Man Kain was retiring, handing the reins of power to his granddaughter.  Or was it a great-great-granddaughter?   
 
    A vampire forgets after so many centuries. 
 
    The door closed behind him and still, he did not move.  His heavy, black duster hung open on him and, in his waistband, was a colt .45 with silver ammo, meant for troublesome werewolves.  Vampires, his own kind, he usually broke in his own massive hands.  He had a barrel chest, massive muscles, and combat experience from a previous life.  Death lay in his eyes.  Most people that stared didn’t do so for long. 
 
    He’d heard that L. A. Was an open city.  That seemed to be true.  He’d heard that the heir, the vampire princess, was an exceptional beauty.  He’d decided that owning such a person might Best regards amusing.  He’d come to see if she was worth the battles he’d have to undertake. 
 
    He moved toward the bar.  People got out of his way.  He stopped and waited for the barmaid to approach.  She was comely, but not a beauty.  And she didn’t smell undead.  “What can I get you?” She asked. 
 
    “I want to speak to the owner, please.” 
 
    “Gloria isn’t coming down tonight.”  The barmaid scanned the crowd.  “Too many people are asking, and she doesn’t want to deal with them.” 
 
    He looked over the crowd.  Ah, my competition.  They are already getting in my way. 
 
    He looked back to the barmaid.  “I will make it easy for her by clearing the room.  Give me five minutes, then call her down.” 
 
    The woman stared.  “You’re serious?” 
 
    “Always.”   
 
    He turned his back on her and headed over to the pool tables.  There were three, each weighing a thousand pounds, walnut, with green felt tops.  Two were in use.  He smiled.  Not for long. 
 
    Kazimir used an easy, gliding step that took him through the crowd without getting touched.  He preferred to do the touching.  Usually, very hard.  He went to the closest table and brushed aside a couple of vamps.  They protested.  He punched the first one, shattering the vamps nose and fangs.  The man flew backward into the crowd.  The second vamp backed away; afraid because the blow had come too fast to be seen. 
 
    Kazimir squatted, Grabbed the pool table, and stood with it in his hands.  He lifted it over his head.  The room stopped talking.  All eyes went to him.  “All customers need to leave before the  killing begins.  The patrons studied him for another heartbeat or two, then hurried for the exit.  Soon, he was the only customer remaining. 
 
    Gently, he set the pool table down and smiled as he saw the bartender on the phone.  He walked back to the bar and waited with patience.  The bartender looked at him, hanging up her phone.  “Gloria’s coming down.  She didn’t seem to appreciate you driving away all her paying customers.” 
 
    The big man spun a gold coin across the bar.  “I will cover her losses.  All I ask is a drink and a few minutes of her time.” 
 
    The bartender snatched up the coin. 
 
    Kazimir caught her by the wrist.  “I ask one more thing.  You should take a break.  I want to talk privately.”  He let her go. 
 
    But she didn’t go.  “That is for Miss Gloria to say.” 
 
    A door opened somewhere.  Heels clicked in the back hallway.  They turned to look.  Kazimir discovered that his expectations had been far too low.  The hot blond in cut-off shorts, halter, wearing a pair of shorts swords, exceeded his fantasies.  Her breasts were buoyant, defying gravity despite their full, round splendor.   Her narrow waist was muscular, displaying an eight pack.  Her arms and legs had firm tone; the muscles of an Olympic gymnast.  Her eyes had a red glower.  Her hair was piled high, gold with pink tips and streaks.  Her smiling lips offered welcome, but he was not deceived.  The swords on her hips presented her truest attitude.  All else was meant as a distraction.   
 
    She uses what she has and has a hell of a lot.  This is a woman to kill for. 
 
    Gloria stopped well out of reach.  She slanted a glance at the bartender.  “It’s all right, Kelly.  Take the night off.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.”  Kelly grabbed her purse from under the bar and left with a few doubtful glances back.  The front door closed and he was alone with his future wife. 
 
    He gestured toward a stool.  “Here, or would you prefer a table?” 
 
    She vaulted off the floor, turning to land on the bar, her long, lovely legs hanging off the bar.  “This will do.”  She’d moved smoothly, fast, with a great deal of power.  He did not doubt she could use her swords. 
 
    “You won’t need those swords,” he said. 
 
    She cocked her head, listening to his deep voice.  “You’re new to this country?” 
 
    “Romanian,” he said.  “I have traveled half the world to have a drink with you.” 
 
    She brought her legs together and raised them straight over her head, spinning so she could drop over the bar.  She poured him a double whiskey and slid it to him.  “On the house.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Do you have a name?” she asked. 
 
    “Kazimir.  Kazimir the Butcher.  Glamorous, no?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    He shrugged.  “I do not require you to like the name.  Your love is for me.” 
 
    “I’m already taken.” 
 
    “You are engaged, not married.  It is not too late for you to trade up grooms.” 
 
    “You’re a trade up?” 
 
    “Do you even know who is going to be standing in your way?” 
 
    “A demon lord, I have heard.  Do not worry.  I will spare you the horror of such a nightmare.” 
 
    “You are brimming with kindness.  What if I don’t want saving?” 
 
    “You are the prize, having put yourself up to be claimed.  I heard of the interesting wedding you have demanded.  I saw in this the desire for a great warrior to come and save you.  I am that warrior.  I will save you.  You needn’t fear for me.” 
 
    “I don’t even know you.” 
 
    “You will learn,” he said.  “And through you, I will grasp the vampire world by the neck.  A new age is coming.  A new empire.  Like Kain, I will put down all who oppose me.” 
 
    “Caine Deathwalker will kill that dream of empire.  He is a shadow mage, the God-Emperor of the Dragon World, and the High King of Fairy.  He didn’t achieve all that to fall before a common vampire.” 
 
    “But you have given me the edge.  Challengers to the wedding are to be met with weapons alone.  Magic will not be allowed.  Nor  shifting.  In pure combat, I cannot lose.” 
 
    “I remain highly doubtful.” 
 
    “But then, you do not know me.  Draw your sword.  I will not harm you.  I simply challenge you to cut me with its edge.” 
 
    “You’re confident.” 
 
    “I am.  It will take a confident man to win you, hold you, and rule in your name.” 
 
    She vaulted the bar landing outside it.  She drew both swords.  “If you want a wedding invitation, I require you to survive for three minutes.” 
 
    Kazimir grinned and arched an eyebrow that at one time had acquired a scar.   “You want to be sure I am worthy of you.  I will show you my love, not my blood.” 
 
    Gloria grinned back at him.  “We’ll see, Romeo.” 
 
    He moved away from the bar to a clear section of floor.  “It is Kazimir, not Romeo.  You can call me Kaz.” 
 
    “I will call you—dead!”  Gloria’s swords leaped out of their sheaths and into her hands.  She came exploding at him with a dazzle of steel, weaving a blinding pattern.   
 
    Kazimir slapped one of her blades.  It went spinning across the room with enough force to sink point-first with a meaty chunk in a wall. 
 
    Her other blade slashed across his face, scraping loudly, doing no damage.  His grin remained, unscathed.  There was no cut.  No blood.   
 
    Gloria backed up and stared.  “Are you telling me some kind of magic isn’t involved?” 
 
    “It is true.  No magic.  I am simply indestructible.  Have I earned consideration for the event?” He asked. 
 
    “Honestly, yes.  Others have signed up with much less promise.” 
 
    “So, when is the day of the challenge?” He asked. 
 
    “The Pon Farr.  There is a blue moon coming up.” 
 
    “The moon is always somewhat blue...and yellow.” 
 
    She shook her head at him.  “Most months have only one cycle with a full moon.  A month when a second full moon appears is called a blue moon.  The end of this month has such a moon.  Will that do?” 
 
    “It will.  I will be training hard until then.”  He bowed with respect.  “Until the moon is blue.”  He turned and walked to the front door.  He went out into the night without looking back, a very big man.  A very big problem—for others. 
 
    The sidewalk took him around to the side parking lot.  He went to a waiting limo with a motor running.  As he reached the vehicle, the driver’s door opened.  A woman almost as massive as himself got out.  She met him with a searching glance.  “You have seen the vampire princess?” 
 
    “I have.  She is all they say and more.” 
 
    “She’s going to be my new mother?” 
 
    “She is, daughter.  I thank you for your assistance in this matter.  Without drinking your blood, I would not have the power to pursue her.  She is remarkable.” 
 
    “And now you must many to possess her.” 
 
    “That is not a problem.  With you at my side.” 
 
    “And my blood inside you.”   
 
    Her neck was hard as stone.  He had found it necessary to enthrall her to soften her skin and drink his fill.  “Your blood is potent, Yanna.  Your mother’s clan of earth mages goes back to the dawn of time.  I appreciate you making this trip with me.” 
 
    “You were there when Momma died. And when I showed little ability in magic and was cast forth, to be alone in the world.  You took me in.  You became my family.  My service is little enough to reward your kindness.  Here.”   
 
    Yanna held out a cupped palm with a gold coin in it.  Her skin was the gray of granite.  Her fingers were thick and squarish.  Her real father had been part troll.  She took after him, able to pull power from metal and bridges, but not able to command the earth and bend it to her will.  Her ex-family could summon quakes. 
 
    “Do not waste your gold on those unworthy of it,” Yanna said. 
 
    “You took this from the barmaid as she was leaving?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And the girl?” 
 
    “There was room in the dumpster for her.  Her neck broke rather loudly.  She screamed well.  It was all easier than I expected.  We go to the hotel room now?” 
 
    “Eventually.  Dawn will not come for hours.  I want to see if I can find some of the local demons.  There is much they can tell me about their dragon-born master—before I give them to you.” 
 
    She licked thick lips.  “Sounds fun!  I so enjoy playing with my food.” 
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