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      It was a god-damned miracle. At least, that’s what he kept hearing.

      There had been no reason for him to fall into a coma, or to remain in one, for almost five weeks. There was no head trauma, no underlying medical conditions, no poisoning. He was a non-smoking, healthy, forty-eight-year-old man who exercised regularly and watched his diet, who had just fallen asleep on the D train on the way to work and didn’t wake up. Throughout the time he was unconscious, he remained a healthy, forty-eight-year-old man. His body suffered no ill effects. No muscle wasting. No weight loss. No brain dysfunction.

      He hadn’t been the first to fall to this new disease, but he had been the first to wake with his sanity intact.

      So when he awoke, refreshed as if from a nap, the doctors were ecstatic. They still didn’t have a cause or a cure, but now they had hope. As more people fell, they could tell worried family that all wasn’t lost.

      While he was under, his body may have been unresponsive, but his essence? Soul? His whatever had communed and consorted with something. Not the God—he’d asked—but A God.

      Questions were asked.

      Promises were made.

      A bargain was struck.

      Only when he was fully awake did he realize he hadn’t been dreaming. Some of those promises had come true.

      “I’ve never seen anyone enjoy hospital food so much. Remember when my mom had her back surgery? She swore up and down that since the operation hadn’t killed her, the food would.” Nora, his very worried wife said, punctuating her joke with a nervous giggle. A permanent “v” was etched into the space between eyes that rarely landed on him for more than a few seconds. Like soft prey at a watering hole, she sat perched on the edge of a chair, ready to take off at the first sign of danger.

      He smiled around a mouth full of sublimely fragrant baked chicken. “I’ve been sleeping for a month, babe. I’m hungry!”

      She flinched at the word babe. The man he was before—David—would have beat down anyone or anything that caused her such distress. But that man no longer existed. Could she see that he was different, or did she just sense it?

      He’d arrived at the hospital a John Doe. Everything of value—wallet, briefcase, watch, wedding ring, and shoes—had been stolen from his unconscious body.

      John. Doe. A person with no name, no past. It fit. He certainly wasn’t David Jackson anymore.

      Johndoe. A new name for a new life.
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      The jogger glanced down at his twin shadows and grinned. The streetlights and the late-autumn moon produced eerie effects. Perfect staging for a horror movie.

      Ext. Lone figure jogging along deserted streets accompanied by two shadows.

      A chill tickled its way across his back and down his arms. That was good. Now, slasher or monster? Everyone loved a good slasher flick. But then again, he could have a solid hit with the right monster.

      Morning jogs always got his juices flowing. Didn’t so much like getting up at oh-dark-thirty, but the results got him laid and paid, as attested by his million-dollar home near Charleston’s Battery, and the constant influx of limber beauties and dewy-eyed hopefuls he paraded through its halls. The house was nice, but the access to sex? That was phenomenal.

      Movement caught his eye. A flick drew his attention and showed a fence swinging on its hinges and a tip of a cat’s tail. Another chill, along with the perfect tag line: Something stirred beneath the old town of Victoria Hill. Something ancient. Something hungry.

      Monster movie, then. A disgusting entity spawned from the Cthulhu mythos! A breathy chuckle blended with his pants of exertion as a Cronenberg-esque nightmare formed in his mind. The chuckle grew to a giggle, which was followed by a stern admonishment to get serious!

      A third shadow appeared on his right. This one was denser than the ones on his left. The jogger watched, enraptured, as it continued to solidify until it resolved itself into a whole person. By then, it was too late.
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        * * *

      

      Kai hadn’t intended to break the man’s neck, or to mangle his body. But his hunger, combined with the prey’s easy capture, had him feeding with the clumsy oafishness of the newly made—fangs tearing a gaping hole in the throat, blood still under pressure spattering over tightly shut eyes, overzealous hands gripping tightly, fingers punching through thin cloth and soft skin to bury themselves knuckle-deep in tender flesh. Despite the burning heat of his embarrassment, he clutched the body and gulped for all he was worth.

      Pathetic.

      Those watching probably didn’t think less of him because of his lack of finesse. The weres and scavengers following him had never seen him hunt before. Rumor was, he didn’t kill humans. So, it was just as well that this kill was expedient, brutal. Even so, it still bothered him that this rare glimpse showed him feeding like an inexperienced child just finding his teeth.

      It had been two weeks since the attack and sun poisoning. After being confined for so long, the urge to prowl the night was too strong to ignore. Te would have fits if he knew, but what Te didn’t know wouldn’t hurt either of them. Besides, he was out just to be out, not seriously hunting. Following the man in shadow had been fun. But then the hunger surged, and he acted without thought.

      Extreme hunger and nausea were expected after sun poisoning, but at his age, that should have lasted a few days at most. This was something different. The nausea subsided, but the hunger seemed to increase. It lapped constantly at the edge of his consciousness only to suddenly, inexplicably, explode into an uncontrollable desire to devour. Te believed the hunger was a sign that he was still healing, but Kai had his doubts.

      Still warm blood coated his hands and dripped down his chin when he dropped the body into the street. It took a monumental effort of will not to slurp at his mouth and clean the blood off his hands with his tongue. The hunger had receded enough for his dignity to return. He swiped his face and mouth with his sleeves and wiped his hands on his pants instead. Still disgusting, but not humiliating.

      The sun would be up soon, the familiar scent of dawn had a metallic note, sharper than blood. The idea of going home was both comforting and disquieting. The Queen Anne style mansion on the Ashley River was Lucifer’s favorite. With Lucifer gone, it was very big and very lonely.

      He stepped away from the corpse. Those following him would take care of it. Being a Master had its perks. Never having to clean up after himself was a luxury he’d always enjoy.

      Kai slipped into shadow and headed home.
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      For the first time since Lucifer had gifted it to him, Kai felt claustrophobic in the basement exercise room. The air felt clammy and thick. The stone walls and ornamental sconces with their ever-burning flames felt dungeonesque. He’d been dreading coming down here, dreading finding out exactly what he’d become.

      He’d chosen his favorite sword from the wall of weapons. It was heavier than he remembered.

      Bullshit. I’m just weaker.

      In the center of the room, he forced himself to relax into the beginning stance, and begin the first sequence.

      The familiar movements of the kata once soothed, but now only mocked. The sword and its song opened him wide, slicing through any remaining self-delusion, reminding him of what he used to be.

      Fast. Powerful. Deadly.

      Now his body creaked and ached. Sweat stung his eyes.

      Te kept saying that he would get better. But now Kai knew the big angel was wrong. All he was now, was endless hunger and weakness. His wounds may have sealed but he would never be healed.

      The scar tissue encircling his leg sent a spasm through the surrounding muscles. He landed hard on his knee.

      “Fuck!” Kai pounded on his betraying limb in frustration, sending shock waves through the newly bruised knee.

      “Fuck!” He flopped over on the cool stone floor, cradling the throbbing joint.

      Te said all he’d needed was time, but his friend was wrong. There was no coming back from this.

      And it was all Lucifer’s fault.

      Kai ran his hand along the rough, twisted skin on his stomach. It was numb there. He could feel his shirt sticking to the edges, but nothing else. The sigils had covered seventy, maybe eighty percent of his body. Why? Because Lucifer was paranoid. The hand moved to a sleeve-covered arm. Angry scar tissue poked jagged lines below the cuff. He had been unique. Painted in Lucifer’s love. Enhanced and shielded by magic.

      What am I now?

      Slowly, he climbed to his feet, picked up the sword, and positioned to start again.

      The sigils that Lucifer lovingly, painstakingly, painted on his skin—entwined in his soul—had lit him up like a beacon, singling him out for anyone with eyes to see. Without them …

      Kai sighed. Lucifer would have gotten bored and left.

      Those warriors weren’t even after him. They’d come for Uriel, and he was just an afterthought, a message pinned to a corpse. The fact that he’d survived was an accident.

      The sword’s arc was over-broad, and he ground his teeth. It was a simple move. Arc, spin, jab.

      Practice had always been a refuge. A time to revel in the strength and speed of his body. But there was no peace in his body, nor in his mind. His thoughts bounced from Lucifer to Lugan to Aram. Ever since he woke, memories of his time with them had circled like carrion, waiting for the opportunity to land and pick at his heart. It was just a quirk of fate that they should resurface now …

      Bullshit. Fate had nothing to do with it.

      Lucifer’s betrayal called to Lugan’s, which called to the pain of Aram’s death, which brought him back to Lucifer again. Those three were inexorably entwined. Love, grief, guilt, and fury chased each other, raw and immediate, tormenting him. Images of that pivotal night, barely contained behind a straining curtain of denial, constantly threatened to burst free. He could either let his mind relive the more recent attack—again. Or he could unseal images of the one night he wished he’d forgotten.

      Damned either way, Kai set his jaw, and let the distant past flood into the present.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was a chilly night, but he was too excited to care. The Scottish countryside was lousy with werewolves posing as vampire hunters. Tonight, he and his family would do their part to exact payback with brutal kindness.

      If asked, Kai would say that fighting was the thing he loved most. There was nothing he’d rather do … well no, there was sex. Feeding was also delightful. Feeding while having sex …

      His grin grew painful. Fighting was easily the fourth thing he loved to do. And tonight, Lugan would fight with them for the first time. It was a long time coming, but Aram had finally given his permission.

      Lugan wasn’t the best student. He wasn’t stupid or clumsy. He just didn’t care. It didn't matter how many times he or Aram drilled him. Fighting was a skill that had to be learned, practiced, honed. There were rules. But all Lugan wanted to do was use his enhanced abilities to beat his opponents to death. That was fine if his opponents were humans or scavengers. But warriors wouldn’t stand still long enough.

      Kai shot a furtive glance at his bald, dark-skinned brother. The first time Lugan shaved his head, Kai had smacked it. A big, hard, opened-handed slap. His handprint was visible for days afterward. When Lugan continued to shave his head, Kai continued to smack him. Time after time, until Aram told him to stop. It was still so very tempting. He couldn’t suppress a snicker.

      “First kill is mine,” Lugan boasted, misinterpreting his laughter.

      “I have a diamond that says otherwise,” Kai responded.

      “Make sure you don’t lose it then. I have a home for it right here.” Lugan patted the leather pouch at his waist.

      “Is that so? I’ll make sure to lighten your load come dawn.”

      Kai suspected Lugan cut off his hair to put distance between himself and Aram. While they were from different tribes and separated by hundreds (if not thousands) of years, they came from similar human stock. Too similar. With his long-coiled mane, Aram was regal. Kai forever in awe, and never an equal. With Lugan, he’d assumed he’d shared a bond with someone who saw Aram as he did. His error became evident as those two butted heads with increasing frequency. It was his hope and fervent prayer that fighting would bring them all together. Having his family so unsettled made him uneasy, and he was tired of playing peacemaker.
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        * * *

      

      The road was still muddy from rain earlier in the day. Their feet squelched and sunk in the wet earth. A sharp wind swept the road, carrying the scent of wolf. Aram whistled and melted into shadow. About a hundred yards ahead, four werewolves in wolf form were crossing the road. They stopped.

      A full traveling pack of weres, especially in the guise of vampire hunters, numbered from six to eight. These had most likely gone out hunting.

      “Will you change, or will you run?” Kai taunted, taking a step forward.

      Weres only fought in wolf form when they outnumbered their opponents, their attacks designed to overwhelm. Against vampires past the whelp stage, even a two-to-one margin didn’t ensure victory. It was very possible that they would run.

      The four animals gathered together and dipped their heads; seconds later, they began the change. Kai’s group waited, bound as they were by ancient treaties that prescribed rules of engagement. He didn’t mind though, fighting weres in wolf form involved a lot of wrestling and he’d rather not roll around in the mud. Aram remained in the shadows, circling.

      While he waited, concern dropped a cloud that dampened his excitement. Four weres meant two apiece. At fifty, Lugan was certainly old enough, but was he skilled enough? The answer was an obvious “no”. Aram knew this, so why …?

      It dawned on him then that Aram was staging a lesson. Lugan would learn the consequences of his stubbornness. It would be worth it, even if the price was a scar and some bruises. As the cloud dispersed, his anticipation returned.

      “The two on the left are mine,” he whispered when the weres had fully changed.

      “That means I get the two on the right. Does that diamond in your pocket have a twin?” Lugan’s voice was tight and cracked on the last word.

      “Just dying to empty your pouch, aren’t you?” Kai chuckled and clapped him on the back. Kai then addressed the four naked men standing in the road. “Where are your crosses? Your stakes? For vampire hunters, you seem to be traveling light.”

      “All out I’m afraid,” a tall, reedy were to Kai’s right said, grinning. “We sold those to the village priests and concerned citizens. You can’t imagine how eager they were to part with their valuables.”

      “I’m sure.” Kai scratched his chin, his grin just as cheeky. “I’m also sure you’ll agree that ten percent off the top is fair. After all, without us, you couldn’t fill your pockets.”

      The were responded with a gut-busting laugh. “True, true. I tell you what—”

      “Will you two stop yapping and get on with it?” Lugan interrupted, jabbing Kai in the ribs but making no move to engage.

      Kai banked his disappointment at Lugan for not getting into the spirit. His brother was too consumed with nervous energy and fear. Understandable. He looked forward to the day when Lugan was confident enough to not only enjoy, but to partake in, a little trash talk before a fight.

      “Apologies for my brother. He’s young and impatient.”

      “Aye, he thirsts for blood, but is unwilling to make the first move. Sounds like the maiden I had last night!” a short, blonde, were to Kai’s left exclaimed.

      Everyone but Lugan erupted in ribald laughter. The were grabbed his genitals. “Come maiden, let’s play.” He charged, heading for Lugan.

      Since he was among the two Kai picked out, he never made it. With a happy shout, Kai sprinted ahead and delivered a solid punch that sent him sprawling. Kai rode the rush of excitement and let his eyes change, his fangs drop.

      The Ronin training Aram had passed on to him—and tried to pass on to Lugan—had made him not just confident, but formidable. Aram had taken to urging Kai to enjoy himself.

      You fight like a boy given his first taste of pleasure! Slow down! Savor each moment.

      For his Master’s sake, Kai intended to comply. But this wasn't lovemaking. Whatever pleasure (or terror) his opponent felt was not his business. It was the kill that mattered—not how he got there. There was no greater satisfaction, no greater confirmation that he was strong enough, fast enough, skilled enough, than to watch a body fall, lifeless, at his feet.

      He sidestepped a wild punch from the second were. The blonde had bounced to his feet but was left catching air when Kai ducked his blow. Kai then used this momentum to slam into the second. He danced out of the way of another punch from the blonde before connecting his with ease. The second grabbed him from behind, giving the blonde an opportunity to land a few punches. He kicked the blonde’s knee, sending him off balance, before head-butting the one holding him, which forced his release.

      Both weres’ punches were telegraphed, their teamwork, sloppy. Soon growing angry and getting bored, he switched to cold expediency. It took seconds to get past the second were’s guard and snap his neck. Before the body had settled on the ground, he had the blonde wrapped in a bear hug, fangs buried in his neck. Crashing down on top of the were, he pinned him, wrapping his arms tighter while luxuriating in the celebratory drink that drained his life. The fragrant scent of churned wet earth applauded his victory as the were’s screams and struggles grew weaker.

      Aram’s voice cut his celebration short.

      Kai snapped the blonde were’s neck and rose. His brother’s fight was going much differently. Aram was visible. He stood with his feet planted and arms crossed over his chest, barking instructions. Kai recalled the many times he was the focus of a similar scene. Remembered the nervousness, the fear of disappointing his Master, the exhilaration tainted with terror when facing a foe with his life in the balance.

      Did he look as terrified as Lugan looked now?

      “Never turn your back, Lugan. Yes, there are two of them, and one will try to get behind you, but you are fast. Do. Not. Let. Them. Move!”

      The weres fought with determination and Lugan was flagging. His punches were wild and easily countered. What was shoddy teamwork against Kai was effective against his unskilled brother. Lugan had let the weres take control of the fight so much that he spent all of his time defending himself. He would never take one down. Kai moved, intending to even the odds. Aram whistled, freezing him in place.

      Kai was at his side in an instant. “Let me help.”

      “No. He will not die, but he needs to learn. To understand why what I teach is necessary.”

      Dragging his eyes from the fight, Kai stared into the black eyes of his Master, not daring to contradict. “Promise me?” he whispered through clenched teeth.

      Aram did not answer, but only stared until Kai was forced to drop his gaze.

      The soggy road was more a hindrance than help, and soon the combatants found themselves in a muddy pit that offered little purchase. One of the weres charged and pulled Lugan down under him on the slick ground. The two wrestled for dominance, but Lugan prevailed and straddled him, grabbing him by the neck and pushing the were deep into the sloppy soil.

      Kai whooped in encouragement.

      The tall were came from behind, and to Kai’s great joy, Lugan let loose a solid kick, sending him off balance and flailing before landing on his back.

      Lugan reached into his boot and pulled out a knife.

      Staring in disbelief, Kai watched the scene in slow, staggered time. Lugan raising the knife high. Lugan screaming in triumph. The were’s eyes widening in comical surprise. The were’s muddy hands scrabbling ineffectually, slapping at the arm and hand Lugan still had around his neck. The knife descending. The shaft sinking to the hilt. Lugan ripping it out. The rich, meaty scent of blood mingling with the tangy scent of mud. Lugan drinking the ill-gotten blood.

      When time resumed its normal speed, Kai was still unable to process what he’d seen. The tall were recovered first and took off, shifting into wolf form as he ran. Exuberant and howling, Lugan shot off in pursuit.

      “That stupid child!” Aram roared.

      When Aram moved to follow, Kai grabbed his arm. “Please …” he begged, eyes fixed on the ground. He was too afraid to raise them and see murder.

      Aram ripped his arm out of Kai’s grip. “He betrays himself. He betrays us.” He cupped the back of Kai’s head and placed a kiss on his forehead. “Do not follow. I promise he won’t suffer.”

      Kai’s breath hitched and he locked down the sob. Aram was gone.

      The same treaties that commanded them to wait through the change also explicitly stated they use no weapons beyond those of their own bodies. No swords, no knives, etc. Negotiated under the watchful eye of the Dragon God, Uru, the treaties defined how all Other-kin lived together, interacted with each other. Breaking them was unheard of, for that meant defying the Dragon God, Savior of Other-kin. No one defied the treaties and lived, even if that meant the violator was killed by their own kind.

      The problem was that his brother didn’t accept it and scoffed at what Aram taught them. Aram never took that scorn seriously, and that Kai realized was his mistake.

      Aram only ever had two sons, and he raised them the same way. Kai grew up with Aram and spent his life revering Aram’s authority and instruction. It was second nature.

      But Lugan was different. He’d already seen forty years of life when he was made. Jaded and cynical, he fought Aram over things Kai would never dream to question. Lugan was never content with rules and instructions around honor, respect, and stewardship, much less the one god all Other-kin had in common. He needed flesh and blood examples. That need, Kai feared, was about to get him killed.

      A glow appeared in the direction both Lugan and Aram had gone. Uneasy and dreading both action and inaction, Kai disobeyed an order for the first time in his life.

      Maybe he could make Aram understand.

      Maybe he could save Lugan’s life.

      He ran toward the light. As he came around a bend in the road, he saw what would become the source of his only repeating nightmare.

      Aram was caught, suspended in a swirling hole in the air. The moment he saw Kai, his limbs went slack.

      “Remember me.”

      The wind roared, and the whirlpool sucked in on itself. The light was extinguished. Aram was gone.

      Kai stood until the full weight of what he had seen pressed him to his knees. He collapsed in the mud, numb and unthinking.
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        * * *

      

      At length, Lugan returned.

      “Damn that wolf! He led a merry chase, but I bagged him.” He laughed and hooted. “You were right, brother. I feel marvelous. Where’s Aram? Why are you sitting in the mud?”

      “He went after you.” Kai whispered, eyes still fixed at the point Aram had disappeared. “He went after you and now … he's gone.”

      Lugan bent over and studied his face. “What are you talking about?”

      “Why the knife, Lugan? What are we without what we believe, how we live?” A tear, soon followed by others, made warm tracks down Kai’s face.

      “Don’t you ever get tired of being the Perfect Son, Kai? Well, watching your simpering obedience makes me tired. I tried it Aram’s way, and then I did things my way. I believe I deserve at least one of those diamonds for being smart about it.”

      Kai remained on his knees, but he no longer felt the cold. The only thing he could feel was pressure. It rose from his stomach, and up through his chest. He swallowed, trying to contain it, afraid letting it loose would kill them both.

      Lugan was still talking. Cocksure, he mirrored Aram’s earlier stance, with his feet planted and arms crossed.

      “Oh, I’m sure Aram will be angry, but there’s no one alive who knew what happened, I made sure of that. You know full well that everyone does the same when they can get away with it. And why not? It makes sense.” He laughed and smiled his infectious, easy smile. “Tell you what, when he gets back, I’ll be respectful and contrite. Accept my beating like a good boy. And if it will make you feel better, I’ll even apologize.”

      “When he gets back.” Kai let the pressure drive him to his feet. Let it carry his voice. “Our Master—our Father—isn’t coming back.” In an instant, his face was a hair’s width away from Lugan’s.

      Lugan flinched and stepped back. Kai grabbed him around the neck and squeezed. Lugan pounded on his arm as he sank to his knees.

      “He's dead because of you," Kai spat through a jaw clenched tightly enough to crack. He let go and kicked Lugan in the stomach. Lugan collapsed, unable to make a sound. Kai reached down and grabbed him by the shirt. “He went after you. And something got a hold of him.”

      “I don’t … what are you talking about?” Lugan asked, bewildered.

      His confusion was enough to soften Kai’s heart, easing the pressure of his grief and fury. But the image of Aram hanging in the air hardened it again. The slap was automatic. Lugan’s head snapped to the side. “You disobeyed.”

      Lugan ducked, but was unable to avoid another, harder slap.

      “You never believed.”

      Kai simultaneously released and punched him, sending him sprawling in the wet earth. “Arrogant and ignorant, you refuse to learn.”

      Lugan’s face had begun to swell, adding to the fading bruises of the earlier fight. He reached into his boot and retrieved his knife. “I don’t want to hurt you, Kai.”

      Kai looked at him, incredulous. “If you really think you can—” He waggled his fingers in invitation.

      Lugan rose and circled to the left. Executing a sloppy feint to the right, he lunged forward.

      Kai punched him in the nose and plucked the knife from loose fingers. “Aram warned you to stop thinking like a human.” Kai threw the knife into the darkness.

      “Why are you doing this? It’s not my fault,” Lugan screamed, trying to move out of reach.

      “Nothing is ever your fault, is it?” The roundhouse kick caught Lugan at the side of the head, and he went down. “You’re the smart one.”

      The pressure of Kai’s rage was unbearable, but he maintained control as he moved to vent it, beating on his brother with precision while never giving Lugan time to rise or flee.

      “You never pay attention.” Fractured ribs.

      “You think you know better—” Fractured jaw.

      “—than anyone else.” Fractured pelvis.

      “The one person in all my life—” Fractured skull.

      “—who chose me, named me—” Fractured ankle, fractured collarbone.

      The tears flowed freely now.

      “Gone.”

      Bound by treaty, his next action was clear. But Kai had never loved before. Never had a family before. Couldn’t conceive of living in a world devoid of either.

      “Leave.” The word floated on a whisper.

      “Not … my … fault,” Lugan gasped.

      Kai reached into his pocket and retrieved a diamond. He threw it at Lugan before turning his back, listening as he dragged himself away. Each pained grunt and whimper, transformed the pressure, turning it from anger to grief. When Kai could no longer hear his wheezing breath, he slumped onto the muddy ground, and gave himself over to it.

      Aram was dead.

      Lugan would not survive.

      Sunrise would come soon. He turned his head toward the sky and waited.
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        * * *

      

      Kai blamed the nicking of his palm on his uneven gait, and not the tears that flooded his eyes or the cacophony of emotion swirling through his body. He cursed and moved into position to start again. Most days, when the memory was locked away, he didn’t regret not killing Lugan.

      Today was not one of those days.
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      Lugan slid the thin gold band from his left thumb and turned it around in his fingers. It had been the property of a snide merchant in Morocco with more mouth than sense. He placed the ring in the velvet-lined bowl. The cool breath of the slave holding the bowl caressed the back of his hand. Nan, his predecessor, would beat a slave for that. A reaction even he thought excessive.

      The gold rings were an indulgence. The warm weight of them was comforting. The ten he wore, one for each finger, shone with the captive beauty of the sun against his brown skin. But they had to come off. He’d already lost many favorites to this harsh work. He was, however, in no rush.

      He plucked the ring off his left index finger. This one was clunky, solid. Other-kin artisans would have created an exquisite ring, one worthy of gold’s beauty. But all of his rings were created by humans—trophies didn’t have to be pieces of art. He placed it in the bowl.

      Nervous eyes belonging to the kneeling vampire before him, tracked each movement. Lugan curled his lips, diverting the budding smile into a smirk. The Clan would say that he enjoyed causing pain. They would be right.

      He used to remove his rings in private. It was embarrassing for someone in his position to be so attached, to show any kind of weakness. Cassandra’s counsel, his more private weakness, taught him to lean on an alternative truth. It was her idea to make a show of removing them. To twist the focus away from his supposed weakness and point it toward his strengths: instilling fear, causing pain.

      Cassandra.

      Lugan’s jaw tightened, and so did his fingers. Now the third ring no longer held its perfect ‘O’ shape. Anthony could pay for that too.

      He never felt more at home than right here on his throne. It was monstrous in both size and visage. Carved from a block of ancient marble, it was seven feet tall and almost as wide. Writhing, distorted figures were carved on all sides. Two carved human heads with exaggerated, grotesque features punctuated the armrests. It was also uncomfortable—hard, and too deep for anyone but a giant to sit against the back and rest their feet on the floor. But from the first time he’d sat upon the smooth, magically warmed stone and surveyed the clan from its unique vantage point, he’d known it had been created especially for him.

      Two steps down off the dais, at floor level, his inner circle of six flanked the throne. Fontaine, Marcus and Reuben to the left. Delia, Domino, and Sapphire to the right. Behind them, and off to the sides, knelt six human thralls, all city and state officials. The rest of the Clan filled the large room.

      While sitting on his throne usually brought deep satisfaction and joy that words couldn’t match, today, he felt neither. Anger, worry, and exhaustion had sapped the joy right out of him. It had taken a lot of work from both him and his circle to clean up Anthony’s mess. He let the malice show on his face.

      Another ring went into the bowl. Four rings down, six to go.

      While fingering the fifth ring, his gaze focused on Mona, Anthony’s maker. She stood in the front row, loudly sobbing. The two cohorts flanking her, trying to alternately shush and comfort, kept throwing apologetic glances his way.

      Mona’s despair wasn’t his problem. It shouldn’t be theirs either. He told the Clan time and again not to become attached to the ones they made. Attachments clouded the mind, split loyalties, and ultimately lead to heartbreak.

      He slid the ring from his smallest finger. Anthony’s body jerked when that ring joined the others in the bowl.

      “I am displeased with you Anthony. Do you know why?”

      The younger vampire nodded his head with such force and vigor that it was surprising he didn’t snap his own neck.

      “Y-y …”—he had to stop and clear his throat— “Yes, my Lord.”

      “Tell me, then. Why am I displeased?” Lugan asked, leaning forward, and propping his chin on his naked hand.

      Anthony’s eyes grew wide, and his mouth opened and closed, but no sound came out.

      A dull clink signaled the drop of another ring into the bowl.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch that. What did you say?” Lugan arranged his face with a look of wide-eyed innocence. Or the closest facsimile. He couldn’t feign the absence of guile if he tried, as evidenced by Delia’s snicker.

      A flick of his eyes in her direction was meant to silence, but when they caught hers, she winked. Swept into her mirth, his mood lightened and he winked back.

      “Come on, Anthony, surely you have an answer,” Lugan coaxed, his voice soft. Another ring joined the others in the bowl.

      Anthony knew what he’d done. As did everyone else. Punishment wasn’t only physical. It always included the humiliation of admitting the crime. Part cautionary tale, part consequences of being stupid.

      “I failed.” Anthony finally managed to speak, although his voice was barely audible.

      “How, may I ask, did you fail?”

      “I-I didn’t know. I mean, I … I didn’t … I couldn’t predict—”

      “How. Did. You. Fail.” Lugan spat the words, having lost patience with playing the cat to Anthony’s mouse.

      “I-I …” Anthony flailed, panicked.

      Two rings dropped into the bowl in quick succession.

      “I failed you!”

      “That you did, Anthony, that you did. And in failing me, in a metaphorical sense, you failed the Clan. But this time,”—he looked over the crowd and then back to the sniveling vampire at his feet—“well, this time it’s no metaphor.”

      The last ring went into the bowl.

      Mona’s piercing wail filled the room.

      Lugan moved like a shot. The punch sprawled Anthony on his back. He lay blinking at the ceiling and panting, blood running from his nose. When he came to his senses, he tried to scuttle out of reach. Lugan dove after him. Catching the squirming vampire by the ankle, he dragged him across the polished marble floor. Anthony screamed and struggled, kicking out, trying to loosen Lugan’s immovable grip. When Lugan let go, each attempt Anthony made to skitter out of the way was met with a kick or stomp. If he made any progress at all, it was because Lugan allowed it. It didn’t take long for Anthony to give up and curl into a ball, whimpering. It was then that Lugan set to work.

      Effortlessly bypassing Anthony’s attempt at defense, he chose his blows with precision: kidneys, groin, solar plexus, throat. Staccato cries accompanied each muted thud of his hands hitting home. Then he turned his attention to the sweet temptations of the long leg and arm bones. Each yielded with satisfying crunches and snaps.

      Lugan’s control eventually broke, and he no longer targeted his blows. He poured all his anger, exhaustion, and worry—of which Anthony’s fuck-up was only part—into the body at his feet. It wasn’t long before Anthony’s blood spattered the floor, Lugan’s hands and face, and his bespoke white shirt and creme pants.

      When he stepped back, finally spent, Anthony lay curled on his side, barely conscious. Lugan reached his hand out behind him, and Domino placed a sword into it. Anthony, galvanized by the sword and its intended use, began to wail.

      “Please! Please Lord Lugan! Please! I can fix this! I can!” he pled, forcing the words through his broken jaw.

      Mona, escaping the arms of the friends holding her, ran to Anthony and shielded him with her body. “No, my Lord, please! No!”

      Lugan sighed and knocked her clear with his foot.

      “I’m not in the mood for this, Mona. I wasn’t planning to take his head, but I can take yours.” He tapped the tip of the sword under her chin. “Are you volunteering?”

      She dropped her eyes and shook her head.

      Lugan struck her with the pommel; she collapsed, conscious but dazed. He turned to Anthony.

      “Ca …” Anthony’s mouth had swelled too much; nevertheless, he kept trying to speak.

      “No,”—Lugan kicked Anthony over on his back and then planted his foot in Anthony’s solar plexus hard enough to restrict his breathing—“you can’t.”

      Whip-fast, he severed his right arm above the elbow. Anthony’s agonized scream filled the room. Lugan leaned in and used the flat of the dripping sword to maneuver Anthony’s head enough to catch his gaze. “Remember this and consider yourself lucky.” Dropping the sword, he walked back to his throne and flopped onto it. “Better cauterize that before he bleeds out,” he said, licking his fingers.

      Mona’s friends rushed forward. One worked on a tourniquet for Anthony, the other helped Mona off the floor while she regained her senses. When she recovered enough, she turned to Lugan, her swollen face still wet with tears. “My Lord, it was an accident. The Internet is vast and full of wild ideas. We could have been just another one.”

      “True,” Fontaine piped up. Stroking his mustache, he left his position and strolled toward the grieving vampire. “But it wasn’t just one story easily buried among millions, was it? We were nearly exposed, Mona. And we still may be. As it is, we’ll be chasing leads down the damn Internet rabbit hole for decades.” He brought his face inches from hers. “Our Lord was merciful this time. Best to be grateful and move on.”

      Mona cowered and stepped back, but her eyes were sullen when she bowed to Lugan. Her friends helped her carry Anthony from the throne room. Two slaves rushed over to clean the floor.
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      Domino, Clan Weapons Master, retrieved the sword and examined the pommel. “Agh, that girl and her hard head knocked a ruby loose!” he exclaimed in his lilting Barbadian accent, eyes sweeping the floor.

      Delia grabbed a clean cloth from one of the slaves before stepping on the dais and handing it to Lugan. “Post rotation for The City is coming up. I think Anthony could use some reflection time,” she said.

      “It’s been a while since I’ve sent anyone there as punishment,” Lugan replied, wiping his head, neck, and hands. “In fact, Mona could use the same.” He grabbed Delia’s pale hand and kissed it. “You never disappoint. Remind me to do something nice for you.”

      She threw him a wide smile. “You know I adore Alexander McQueen.” She winked, running her hands along the tight patent leather cat suit wrapping her petite frame. “Anything exclusive will do.”

      He laughed—having meant something more intimate—but shoes would be fine too, especially when he got to enjoy the sight of her wearing them.

      “That damn girl will pay for that jewel,” Domino muttered, his usually calm demeanor displaced by frustration. He cursed in the ancient language, eyes still roaming the floor.

      “It’s here somewhere, calm down,” Fontaine said, moving to his side to help search.

      They were like night and day. Domino tall and muscular, dark as night, always thoughtful, considerate. Fontaine, short, pale, and slender, quick with words and always moving—unsurprisingly he was the first to spot the ruby and hand it to his Clan mate.

      “I’ll have it replaced immediately, my Lord,” Domino said, tucking the ruby in his pocket. He moved behind the throne to clean the sword and store it away in its scabbard.

      “Before we move on, My Lord, I’m afraid we have a problem that needs addressing,” Fontaine said, now standing near the throne with his arms crossed, fondling his handlebar mustache.

      Lugan wanted nothing more than to order him to shave that eyesore. But he held his tongue like he always did. If he gave that order, he’d have to come down on Marcus’ and Sapphire’s hair dye and countless other fashion indignities throughout the clan.

      Their personal expression, however questionable, was just that: personal. Fortunately, fashion was mutable. If he could make it through those damn powdered wigs, he could make it through unsightly facial hair.

      He motioned for Fontaine to continue.

      “A good thing—if you can call it that—about Anthony’s fuck-up is that it exposed a deeper problem. The mongrel population has exploded.”

      “How could that happen without us knowing?”

      “That’s what’s so unsettling. It seems coordinated. They’re definitely hiding their numbers …”

      Fucking mongrels. Nuisance trash. The same incident that created them set him on the path to become Clan Leader. There wouldn’t be one without the other. Every mongrel eliminated was payment for services rendered.

      “… There’s also been more cases of them feeding outside the homeless and scavenger population than we thought.”

      “How many?”

      “I found six so far in the other boroughs, but I have a feeling there’s more. Luckily, the humans are still buying our ‘Satanic Cult’ story. But even with the thralls maintaining it, with mongrel numbers increasing, it’s only a matter of time before they’re caught.”

      “I don’t get it,” Delia said. “It’s like they’re begging for humans to discover we exist when they’ll take the brunt of it. It makes no sense.”

      “It doesn’t need to make sense. Insanity is baked into their blood.” Lugan knew, had seen it firsthand. “It’s time for a hunt.”

      “Yes!” Sapphire shouted, his massive afro bobbing.

      Lugan would never say it aloud, but those red highlights did look spectacular. Since growing the afro, Domino had taken to calling him Dandelion—Dandy for short—a nod to that big puff of hair atop his tall, skinny frame. “Yes! Yes! Yes!” he repeated, pumping his fists, gold bangles jangling. “We’ll set a bounty! Get the weres involved—”

      Domino groaned from behind the throne. Delia and Fontaine snickered, even Lugan didn’t suppress his smile.

      “What?” Sapphire huffed, hands slapped to bony hips.

      “Dandy, my love.” Domino moved over and swept up Sapphire in an embrace. “You know how you get—”

      Sapphire pushed him away. “How I get? What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Since you’re so excited, Sapphire, you can draw up the plans,” Lugan said, saving Domino from the indelicate conversation around his lover’s lack of control when competing with weres. “But leave the weres out of it, for now.”

      “Of course, my Lord. Thank you, my Lord,” Sapphire said, grinning and melting into Domino’s arms. Domino relaxed and placed a kiss on his temple.
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      Lugan adjusted his body on his throne. He wasn’t one to squirm, but exhaustion had made him edgy. He hadn’t been sleeping well; nightmares chased after him as soon as he closed his eyes. All he wanted to do was run to the point of collapse—maybe then he could sleep without dreams.

      But dismissing Court now was out of the question. The Clan was restless—lust, blood and otherwise, stirred up by Anthony’s punishment, still needed an outlet. As much as he would have preferred it, dismissing the Clan now meant missing out on an opportunity for bonding.

      Cassandra’s idea, again.

      Before his mind had her firmly in its grasp, he turned to the thralls and snapped his fingers. Unleashing The Seduction, he pointed at the Mayor and then at the Police Commissioner, before pointing to the now clean empty space in front of the throne.

      “Come. You’ve been denied your love for too long. You are free to express yourselves.” It wasn’t true, but The Seduction made it seem like it was.

      Delia giggled as the usually dignified middle-aged Mayor eagerly crawled to the spot he’d indicated, erection bobbing. The Police Commissioner raced on his knees behind, bowling the smaller man over and devouring his mouth in a kiss. Lugan grinned, his exhaustion momentarily forgotten, replaced by a rush of satisfaction brought on by playing puppeteer.

      Sapphire whooped and began to chant, “Get it on! Get it on! Get it on!” He waved his arms toward at the rest of the Clan, urging them to join in.

      The rumble of voices grew louder and louder.

      Lugan grinned at them like a sideshow barker. “Tell me, what would you like to see?”

      “Let the little one fuck the big one!” a high voice screamed from the back of the room as a bottle of lube sailed over the crowd, hitting the Police Commissioner in the head. The crowd screamed its approval.

      Lugan chuckled. “Mayor, I believe you’ve been daydreaming about topping the Police Commissioner. Lucky for you, the Police Commissioner feels the same way.”

      The two scrambled to get into position.

      He then snapped his fingers at the Senator. “You. Here,” he said, pointing to a space next to the grunting pair.

      The naturally acerbic woman crawled to the indicated spot and knelt. Without a focusing suggestion, The Seduction produced a general sense of wellbeing and safety. Naked in a room full of vampires, she would fall asleep if he allowed it.

      “Jonah. Come!” Lugan called.

      From the edge of the crowd, Jonah, one of the Clan’s maintenance techs, stepped forward as the Clan cheered. He was relatively young, under a hundred, and prone to keeping his eyes open and mouth shut. A treasured quality that deserved rewarding.

      “Senator meet Jonah. You will do exactly as he says and love every minute of it.”

      “Yes, my Lord,” the Senator said, giving Jonah her full attention.

      Jonah had taken off his shirt and was about to unbuckle his pants when he stopped and considered the greying woman. “Unbuckle my pants.”

      The woman moved quickly, eager to comply.

      Lugan eased back on his throne. The Old World hadn’t offered him this kind of amusement. If not for the First World War, he would never have come, never have indulged in this particular, perfect thrill.

      “Do you think she does that with her husband?” Fontaine asked when the Senator grabbed Jonah by the hips and swallowed him to the root.

      “Are you kidding? Mrs. Stick-Up-the-Ass doesn’t do that with anybody!” Delia responded to raucous laughter.

      Within hours of his arrival in New York, Lugan had crashed headfirst into an insidious theme when a police officer tried to accost him. The officer regretted his rudeness in short order, but that wasn’t the end of it. Time and again it happened: Why you out so late in this part of town, boy? How can a colored boy like you afford those fine clothes?

      But the worst of it was not being allowed to go where he wanted to go, do what he’d wanted to do. Having money was no longer good enough. The arbitrary shade of his skin was suddenly a barrier to free passage around the city.

      He couldn’t kill everybody. Had no desire to enthrall everybody. Instead, he focused his revenge upon the city’s appropriately pink leaders. He was going to enthrall them anyway, but their degradation became his sadistic bonus. They would pay for each and every indignity.

      A hundred years might have passed, installed leaders varied in colors eventually, but his grudge remained.

      “OK, I’m bored.” Delia declared.

      The Mayor and Police Commissioner had finished and were now cuddled together like lovers.

      Delia wasn’t the cuddling type. “The rest of you, get over here.” She gestured at the three remaining thralls, then she turned to the crowd. “Whoever wants to be a part of this, raise your hands!”

      A slew of hands went up.

      Tipping on six-inch heels, Delia chose a few closest to the front. In seconds, she had them all paired off. Her hips rolled in seductive time as she moved among them, giving directions, aware of Lugan’s gaze.

      She was a wicked force of nature, and he would have chosen her for his Consort—instead of that halfwit Suzanne—except that she was bossy and opinionated. Traits he found helpful in running the Clan but did not want in his bedchamber.

      Besides, in Suzanne—Cassandra’s doppelganger—he had eternal revenge.

      Caught up in The Seduction, the thralls eagerly participated in her orgy. The fact that they would retain these memories made their humiliation so much sweeter.

      The Mayor would go home to play with his grandchildren knowing he’d come screaming into the Police Commissioner’s ass hours before. The Senator would go home to dinner with her husband, knowing hours before she’d played cowgirl to Jonah’s cowboy and had a grand old time doing it.

      Humiliating. Shameful. But it wouldn’t break them. Too much trauma and a thrall could snap. While he didn’t care if they did, he did care if he lost a Mayor or another official prematurely. Which meant as much as he’d wanted to, there were no blood sports. It was safer, and easier, to exploit taboos around sex since every human had one.
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      Amusements notwithstanding, thralls were essential to safety in a world overpopulated by humans. It was why Aram’s objections were so infuriating. Aram was vehemently against slavery and keeping thralls. Spouted objections about it being inhumane and had indoctrinated Kai as his most fervent disciple.

      But inexplicably, Kai had changed his mind.

      Word had come from The City a few weeks ago—Kai owned a slave.

      It had been easy to shrug The Rendering off as a way to resolve his grievance with the Kazat. Renderings had been common enough. But obtaining a slave at the same time? That meant only one thing. There was no other reason for a public display of strength and ownership.

      Kai intended to take the Clan.

      Lugan’s hand reflexively clutched the armrest of his throne. Clans were led by the oldest and strongest. The only reason he’d led the Clan all these years was because Kai didn’t want to. Kai had been absent, indifferent. But he had earned the right to sit on this throne. During the chaos of the War, he had positioned himself. He was the one who conspired, finagled, murdered. And what did Kai do? Gallivanted around as Lucifer’s whore, too perfect to concern himself with his Clan, his heritage.

      If Kai wanted the Clan, there was nothing he could do to stop him.

      But why now? After all these years, why now?

      Did it matter?

      The beating Kai had given him left its mark like nothing else could. When the Clan took him in, he begged to be taught to fight. His only goal was to be good enough to beat Kai. But he was laughed at. Sure, he could learn, but he would never be Kai’s equal. It didn’t work that way. Kai would always be older and therefore stronger.

      So, he learned. Maybe not in the proper Ronin way, but well enough to stay alive. Even so, he doubted that Kai would kill him. Old and strong he might be, but he was still softhearted. Either way, if he fought or stepped aside, his humiliation was assured.
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      “That’s enough, wrap it up,” Lugan snapped. Exhaustion re-exerted itself on the heels of his imagined defeat.

      In an uncharacteristic show, he ran his hand over his smooth head and pulled on his neck, trying to stretch the muscles. The Clan had had enough time to play; if they needed more, they could do it on their own. He needed time alone to rest.

      A snap of his fingers beckoned the slave holding his bowl of rings. He took his time replacing them, glancing between the winding down spectacle and the attendant crowd. Midway through replacing the rings on his second hand, he noticed something peculiar. The fact that he hadn’t noticed it before proved he was off his game.

      Dotted throughout were Clan members yawning and looking much like he felt. Most were their normal selves—they were the rowdy ones. A small group, however, was not paying attention to anything and stood staring off into space, talking to themselves.

      Grabbing the last two rings, he waved the slave away and rose. Shoving them on his fingers, he jumped from the dais and moved toward the crowd. Everyone reacted in deference to his approach, except those whispering to themselves. They were oblivious. In the crowd of about seventy, ten remained unmoved by his presence as he walked among them.

      He stopped in front of a short, plump vampire—Annie—and bent over to stare into her face.

      He was fond of Annie—or, rather, fond of bragging about her wizardry with the Clan’s finances. In the century since she’d taken over their legitimate accounts, their financial standing increased tenfold. But she was a timid thing; being a vampire hadn’t changed her all that much. She never looked him in the eye and always sent those under her to present her reports.

      Now, her black eyes tracked to his, but they were calm, maybe even a little earnest. He leaned in close, barely able to make out the phrase floating on each breath.

      “The Light is gone and Darkness comes.”

      He stepped back, puzzled. And then, unmindful of the Clan’s curious looks, he moved to each whisperer in turn.

      Each one said the same thing.

      “The Light is gone and Darkness comes.”

      “My Lord?” Delia asked. Only then did he notice that what plagued those in the crowd, plagued his inner circle as well.

      Delia and Sapphire were fine. But Domino and Fontaine looked exhausted. It wasn’t just that Marcus and Reuben hadn’t had anything to say earlier. How had he not noticed this? Both were entranced, no doubt whispering the same phrase.

      He turned back to the pile of naked thralls and vampires. “Stop. Now. Thralls are dismissed until summoned,” he said, waiting until the handlers gathered and escorted the thralls from the room. “Will someone tell me what the hell is going on?” he asked, once again staring at Annie.

      No one answered.

      “No one has anyth—”

      Annie jumped on him and sunk her fangs into his neck. The pain—searing fire—buckled his knees. Howling, he clocked her. The punch was hard enough to break the bones in her face. Yet she didn't let go, only dug her teeth deeper, began sucking harder. His vision blurred as she siphoned his lifeblood. He redoubled his efforts to pry her loose.

      “My Lord!” Domino bounded to his side and plunged his knife through the top of her head.

      She went slack and slid to the floor. Lugan cupped his bruised and bleeding neck and exchanged a look of disbelief with Domino. She’d been much too strong for her age.

      The room erupted in chaos. The entranced, now screaming their favored phrase, attacked anyone near them. Not everyone was a skilled fighter, and Lugan was proud to see that the warriors stepped in to protect the civilians. Domino and Sapphire had trained them well. Since the warriors outnumbered the hostiles, he was confident that the conflict would end quickly.

      Domino let out an anguished cry and sprinted toward the dais. Sapphire’s body lay on the floor, his head at an unnatural angle. Reuben stood over his body. Domino crashed into Reuben, knocking him over. He grabbed him by the collar and unleashed punch after punch into his face. Reuben just lay there taking the punches, chanting that one phrase over and over.

      Finally, Domino stood and placed one foot on Reuben’s neck and grabbed his head with his large hands. With a roar he pulled, ripping off Reuben’s head. At no time did Reuben try and stop him.

      Marcus caught his eye. The huge Scandinavian was the only one of the entranced who fought with precision and competence. All the other entranced fought with more frenzy than skill. Normally, Delia and Marcus were evenly matched, but Marcus overwhelmed both her and Fontaine combined. Determined to stop this uprising from getting out of hand, Lugan dashed over and hit Marcus with a solid blow to the jaw, hoping to knock some sense into him. But Marcus laughed and shook off the blow as if it were a slap.

      “I loved you,” Marcus said, backhanding Delia, kicking Fontaine into the wall. He blocked Lugan’s next punch before sending him flying. “You and the Clan were my world.” He casually swatted Delia and then Fontaine away.

      Lugan launched himself again, but Marcus caught him by the throat and drew him close enough to coo into his ear, “But your world is so small.” Chuckling, he let go of Lugan and then stepped off into shadow, disappearing.

      Lugan staggered but waved Delia and Fontaine away to go back to the fight. Then he took stock. All of the attacking civilians were dead, and only five attacking warriors remained. The Clan had taken heavy casualties—his eyes lingered over Domino clutching a lifeless Sapphire—much more than they could afford to lose, and they were about to take more. With leaden feet, he moved to retrieve the sword tucked away behind his throne. And with the speed granted by seven hundred years, he beheaded every hostile member of his Clan.

      The room fell silent. He dropped the sword. “Clean this up.”

      Nobody moved.

      “Now!”

      The Clan sprang into action.

      “I’ll be in my rooms.” His feet crunched on the remains of his broken rings as he made his way to the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Kai moved through a few more exercises in relative peace, but the heavy weight of memory pressed upon him, needing to play out. With a deep breath and a resigned sigh, he let the memories come.
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      The vibration of the time stone in his pocket signaled the end of the longest hour of his life.

      As the sky lightened, muscles twitched with the desire to escape. His eyes watered and stung. The usually soft leather and cloth of his clothes turned scratchy and uncomfortable. Even breathing hurt, his nostrils scraped raw by the air flowing with each breath. He overrode his body’s need to seek shelter, determined to follow Aram into the next world where they would be together again.

      “Well, this is unexpected.” The voice was uncanny, the timbre rich and lustrous.

      Compelled to know the source, he looked up … and froze, recognition sending a shock wave throughout his body.

      Mere feet away stood the most powerful archangel in existence: Lucifer the Morningstar.

      Lucifer looked down at him, lips curled in amusement. Everything from his tunic and breeches to his cloak and knee-high laced boots, was pure white. Silver filigree embroidered his cuffs, collar, and the edges of his cloak. Despite the churned wet earth upon which he stood, not a splash nor a speck of mud marred his person. Long silver-white hair framed his sharp-featured face—but his eyes! Kai shivered as those sharp, silver eyes gazed at him, sure they could flay him where he sat.

      Seconds before, he would have said that Aram was perfect. A description he now knew to be distressingly naive. Lucifer disrupted the notion that anything was perfect—except himself. Staring at such perfection hurt, but the act of turning away was impossible. Tears flowed from his eyes along with the need to apologize for how he must look. But anything he would say remained bottled up within his mouth, embarrassed as he was by the sound of his own voice.

      “Such beauty, even covered in mud. Clan Air, I presume.”

      “Y—Yes, My Lord.” Kai wiped his eyes, inadvertently smearing more mud on his face. He scrambled onto his knees and bowed, touching his forehead to the wet earth.

      “Your ancestors tried covering themselves with mud to walk in the sun. It didn’t work.”

      The remark caught him by surprise, and he looked up. “My Lord? I thought that was a myth, merely a cautionary tale.”

      Lucifer’s face blossomed into a brilliant, mesmerizing smile. “It is now.” He gestured at the brightening sky. “Given the danger, why are you still out in the open?”

      Too busy basking in the glow of Lucifer’s smile, it took time to process the question. When Kai realized he was expected to respond, his mouth went dry. Consumed with sadness, he lowered his head back to the ground. “Begging My Lord’s pardon. I wish not to burden My Lord with such trivial matters.”
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not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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