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Chapter 1

Bob





“That is correct, Randall. I would like you to take off your jacket, then your tie…” Bob said, seated calmly behind his huge black and red marble desk, set within his luxurious and cavernous office on the top floor of Hell’s corporate headquarters. Bob, President of the Board for Hell Corp, was a pudgy, balding, hairy demigod with thick forearms, wide hands, and a tiny head. He wore stylish glasses, and though he was short by demigod standards at five feet eleven, every inch of him sat comfortably inside a hundred-thousand-dollar suit. His coat hung from a hanger on the wall, and his striped sleeves were rolled up over his ropey, hairy forearms. His watch was worth three times the cost of his suit, and the rings on his fingers could feed the world several times over. He had a band of hair around the base of his head, with two well-manicured horns sprouting from his forehead. 

“Goooooood. Now I want you to take off your shirt and pants…Excellent—and thank you for not asking again if I am serious. Okay, all that’s left are those cute little SpongeBob Square Pants boxer briefs. Go on, dribble those bad johnnies off…Wonderful. Now, show me that furious, firm fist you shook at Zyberiz Olig when you told him he better accept our offer.” Randall tentatively obliged. “There it is. Nice. Now I want you to spread your legs wide, squat, and stuff that fucking dick tickler so far up your miserable shit chute that you can wave goodbye while saying hello. And don’t you FUCKING DARE ask me again if I’m being serious. Get to it, RANDY. Fucking sit on your fist until you hit your MOTHERFUCKING ELBOW.”

Randall was a lower level director of operations, who only had a thousand dollar suit that now sat crumpled on the floor at his feet. He was tragically squared up in Bob’s crosshairs, with the absolute expectation that he put his entire fist up his own ass. “Don’t fucking ask me if I’m being serious, Randall. Don’t fucking do it,” with a guttural sigh, Randall—totally buck-naked now except for his shoes and socks—stuffed his fist up his ass. “Now, rotate it around and tell me why in all the realms you would presume to walk into my office empty-handed?” Randall scrambled to explain while rotating his fist; but it was a lost cause. “Oh, for fuck’s sake, just get the hell outta here,” Bob demanded. “Just go and remember this lesson.” Randall grabbed his clothes with a soiled hand and scurried out of the office while the getting was good. 

Bob looked up at his assistant, Zander, and shook his head. Calmer now, “You believe that prick? Get me Zyberiz on the phone. I want to bend his ear before he hands Mina over to those three Shadow Elder cunts. Christ almighty, it’s like herding cats around here.”

“Yes, sir,” Zander responded in a rehearsed tone.


      [image: image-placeholder]Meanwhile, at a gloomy, grungy otherworldly bar, located in the slums of the outer realms, known as Karkus Bazzar’s, trouble was in the forecast. Obnoxious, gaudy neon signs advertising various beers, grogs, wines, and spirits of all the realms hummed and flickered from every available space on the walls. The floor was sticky, tables were wobbly, and the chairs were uncomfortable, but the best chicken wings in all the realms. Tensions always ran high in this particular watering hole, not only because of the shit surroundings, but because the clientele consisted largely of bounty hunters and assassins from all around the many realms. It was considered holy ground, and no one was allowed to bring in outside axes to grind; however, it was entirely acceptable to grind axes over anything that went down inside the bar (which it often did). Regardless of how punchy or salty the patrons were, they always took pains not to piss off Pickles, the bartender. He wasn’t just the bartender; he was the bouncer, judge, jury and executioner of this tawdry establishment that had few rules. He was a gangly, meek, green-skinned little lizard looking fellow underneath his greasy wife-beater and apron—no pants—but if you pissed him off, fucking watch out.

“What’s a matter, darlin’? Tough day at the office?” Bender, the bluish, slender, strangely smooth and featureless blue-collar bounty hunter, asked Zyberiz, who was sitting to his left at the bar nursing a whiskey.

Zyberiz Olig was a tall, lean, athletic man; uncommonly handsome, with a powder blue short-sleeve button-up shirt and matching tie. He tucked the silky tie in between his upper buttons to keep it off the greasy bar top and wore stylish, black-rimmed glasses underneath a Tom Cruise haircut. His dark blue slacks demonstrated a tight, well-toned ass, and his bronze skin was the same color as his Buster Browns. Looking very stylish and put together, he smelled slightly of coconut. Zyberiz cut his eye towards Bender. “It’s Bob.”

“Oh shit. Lemme guess, he’s after that Yasmani Ro chick?” Bender shook his head, rolled his eyes and snickered. “I’ve been hearing a lot about her lately. Quite a few jobs are popping up surrounding her. I wonder why everyone is in such a hot and bothered state to put their hands on her. I even had a few folks approach me, but I heard what she did to the Master Elder and his immortal army - fuuuuuuuck that. Word is she’s chummy with Bee, Auri and Athan Asios, too. That is not a circle I want to be running in.”

Smoke from a Deadman wrap wafted over the top of the conversation from a huge thuggish reptile sitting to Zyberiz’s left, earning the large lizard an annoying look from the handsome hunter. “I find myself at the center of that circle lately,” Zyberiz huffed in a disgruntled tone while waving the smoke away. “I should have had my fucking head examined. Now everyone is up my ass looking to get a hold of the leverage I have on said Yasmani Ro.”

Bender shook his head in understanding. “I get it, man. You’re pulling big bucks though, so you definitely put in the work with those corporate types,” he chuckled. “That’s why I keep it simple. I hunt down cheatin’ lovers, collect debts, and it proffers me a sweet, small, simple life. You might consider it.”

Zyberiz continued to wave the smoke away, “I would, but I have to keep myself in black Pentavi granite.”

Chuckling, “You might also want to reconsider downgrading your business card stock to something less…flamboyant,” Bender advised.

“The business card is the first opportunity to make an impression,” Zyberiz assured him.

“You are more American Psycho than American Psycho, but fair ‘nuff,’” Bender said, slugging a shot of scorpion vodka, and slurping the bug down at the end. “By the way, you’ll have to tell me how in Hell’s half acre you managed to put a chain and lock on Mayax, Vasser, and Layluna; everyone’s still talking about it. Fucking legendary man.”

Before Zyberiz could answer, the hulking reptile to his left turned and blew a huge cloud of Deadman smoke into his face. “Yeah Zyberiz, did you threaten to put ‘em in that same cotton-candy-colored-clown-suit you have the audacity to wear in a place like this?” The monstrous reptile and his douchebag buddy burst out in laughter.

Bender quickly put his eyes on the bar as Pickles slithered over. “Listen Boulder, don’t go pickin’ fights tonight. You don’t want to tangle with Zyberiz, and you damn sure don’t want to tangle with me, so go grab a booth.” Pickles hooked his thumb over to the darkest corner of the bar.

“Boulder?” Zyberiz laughed. “Is that what you’re calling yourself now, Carol?”

Boulder shot up off the barstool like a rocket, his forked tongue tasting the tension in the air. “Only my mamma calls me that, and you damn sure ain’t her. You better walk that shit back, Olig, lest you find my foot in your face.”

“Not this night,” Zyberiz said in total confidence behind a chuckle. “The only shit that’s going to be walking is you and that fucking obnoxious Deadman wrap—right the hell outta here.”

Boulder weighed things for a moment before choosing to pull a massive toke off the wrap and blow it in Zyberiz’s face. “Say when, motherfucker.”

Zyberiz looked at Pickles, who shook his head and extended his hand as an invitation to handle the big lug so he wouldn’t have to. Zyberiz stood—easily five feet shorter and a few hundred pounds lighter than Boulder—and sized him up. “When,” he said beckoning.

In a flash, Boulder was out with a massive, jagged knife that was all bark behind his clumsy bite. He brought it up towards Zyberiz’s ribs, but the well-dressed assassin and bounty hunter caught it between his left index and middle finger, before snapping it off at the hilt like it was made of gingerbread. The sizable skink didn’t even have a moment to react, and Zyberiz plucked Boulder’s wrap of Deadman out from between his lizard lips so fast no one saw it. He wrinkled his brow while holding the smoldering joint delicately between the thumb and forefinger of his left hand like a shit-covered twig. Boulder looked dumbfounded at his broken knife handle, then at the wrap of Deadman in Zyberiz’s hand, and attempted to get enraged. Unfortunately for Boulder, that was all the time Zyberiz needed to kill him.

Zyberiz lightly booped Boulder’s booper snoot with his right index finger and whispered almost inaudibly, “Explode.”

Looking like a big, dumb lizard who never made it past second grade, Boulder wrinkled his nose and offered a throaty guffaw. “What the fuck was that?” He laughed gutturally. “Holy shit, was that supposed to hurt? I should have known a puffter like you would try to tickle me to death.”

Looking at Pickles, who was holding a laminated drink menu in front of his face, Zyberiz stepped away and snickered, “This dopey skink doesn’t even know he’s dead. Wait for it…”

Bender also held up a laminated drink menu in front of his face, but peeked out the left side, “Bye, Carol.”

“What the fuck did you just call me, twerp?” Boulder managed to say before grotesque boils began blooming all over his body. He began to scream and contort as fountains of blood shot out from the numerous swelling carbuncles.

“One last scream?” Zyberiz asked as he stepped back even further from the swelling reptile that resembled a large sausage about to burst. Boulder obliged and squeaked out one more scream before erupting violently into a gloppy pile of quivering meat. Boulder’s buddy was instantly covered in gore, while the ragged, severed tongue landed on Zyberiz’s left loafer. “Goddammit.” He kicked it off and into the face of Boulder’s buddy, who took it in stride and smartly walked away. “Can’t even have a fucking drink…” Zyberiz mourned, tossing the smoking wrap of Deadman into the steaming gut pile. Sighing, he held up his whiskey glass and inspected the large worn molars and gristle swimming in it.

“Don’t fret,” Pickles assured him, “this one’s on me.” He took the gory glass and handed him a clean one, which he promptly filled to the rim with fresh whiskey. “Never liked that guy anyway. Hey, Marsh, get the mop bucket; we got another gut pile.

“Awwwww man,” Marsh groaned from the back room.

Zyberiz turned to Bender. “That’s how the hell I put a chain and lock on those three. You, uh, got a little something on your shirt there,” Zyberiz noted, pointing to a bit of blood and bone on Bender’s shirt. “Sorry about that.”

“How the hell did you manage to avoid a stain on that precious pastel outfit?” Bender cajoled, looking him over.

“I stepped out of the way.”

Brushing off the sinew, “Well, ain’t that the secret.”


      [image: image-placeholder]After leaving the bar, Zyberiz portaled to his home realm of Argos, a dark, futuristic city with cold, towering structures stretching as far as the eye could see. He piloted his luxury sleek, black, levitating drift sedan over the science fiction circuitry of the streets set deeply within the gray, shadowy metropolis. He savored some takeout chicken wings from the bar that were sitting in a box on his lap, while dipping them in some ranch sauce set in the cup holder of the center console. “I love cheat day,” he whispered, almost sensuously, to the tasty wing flat. His cell phone sat in the passenger seat, and suddenly vibrated into life, displaying the name “Bob” in glowing white letters while playing the theme song to “The Price is Right.” Zyberiz let out an anguished groan before answering it hands-free. “Bob.”

“Well, well, well; if it isn’t Mr. Big…Round…Balls,” Bob said in a calm, smoldering voice over the car's speakers. He continued with sarcasm, “I really appreciate you taking the call.”

“Of course, Bob. I presume this is about the Shadow Elder bounty?” Zyberiz asked, already knowing the answer.

After a slight, pointed pause of silence, “Benchmark, my boy. You want to tell me why you sent Randall home empty handed? You realize my offer was a courtesy, yes? That’s rhetorical, by the way. We both know the Yasmani Ro born of fire and ice has slummed around in the Earth realm for quite some time, and you know goddamn good and well the Earth realm is my territory. The fact that I’m overlooking that gross misstep of judgment on your part, and even offering you triple of what those fat, grotesque, parasitic leathered old twats are offering, is tantamount to fucking charity. Yet you continue to spit in my face.” All the calm left his tone now, and he began shouting explosively. “I will fucking destroy you. I will fucking rain unholy hell down on your perfectly quaffed head, you miserable, pastel pansy.”

“Bob, shhhhhh,” Zyberiz instructed him in a low voice. “I think we both know there’s not a damn thing you can do to sidetrack this bounty. My character is unshakable, and no amount of wealth could ever incentivize me to betray that. If I withered in the wake of every threat or strongly worded condemnation, I wouldn’t hold the lofty reputation I enjoy now. There is absolutely nothing you can threaten me with or send against me that will change that. I can handle any interested party.”

“Allow me to convince you…” Bob growled from the speaker cryptically.

Zyberiz snorted gruffly, picturing the sinister grin Bob most assuredly had plastered all over his face on the other end of the phone. As predictably as dawn, two twin drift automobiles moved in and sandwiched him from either side. “Really, Bob?”

“Really,” Bob assured him before laughing loudly over the hands-free. “I’m gonna -” Bob began, but Zyberiz curtly cut him off.

“I couldn’t give a cold rat's cunt about what you’re gonna do, Bob. The real charity here is my taking your call. You know I can’t be bullied or bargained with.” Zyberiz spoke with absolute calm while setting himself up to deal with the two interlopers further pressing him on either side. They were mere seconds away from getting the kill order, nevertheless the seasoned mercenary wasn’t too concerned. Annoyingly, Zyberiz’s call waiting began to chime just as the drift sedan on his right positioned itself to attack. “Bob, I’m going to have to put you on hold; excuse me for a second…”

“Don’t you do it, motherfucker. Don’t you dare put me on—"

Zyberiz clicked the phone over and answered, “Go for Zyberiz.” In a flash, both drift sedans got the order from Bob to take him out and moved in. Zyberiz, unruffled, continued his conversation while calamity coalesced around him.

“Zyberiz Olig, this is Madaline from the Omni Royal Hotel, here in the French Quarter of New Orleans calling to confirm your reservation for the day after tomorrow,” A chipper, well-trained hospitality agent practically sang from the other end of the line.

Zyberiz answered in a cool, calculated tone while pounding the accelerator pedal with his right foot and kicking the drift sedan into overdrive. “Yes, I’ll be there. Thank you. And I presume everything will be arranged per my specifications? The bottle of whiskey and cappuccino machine…” Zyberiz asked as the two would-be assassins struggled to keep up despite his distraction.

“Absolutely, yes sir; I’ll make sure your luxury suite is ready and prepared upon your arrival. Travel safe.”

“Will do, thank you,” Zyberiz said cordially while checking his mirrors.

Suddenly, Bob was back over the hands-free screaming and cursing, “Oh you cock sucking motherfucking son of a bitch. I am going to fuck you up.”

“Oh, I’m sorry Bob, I forgot you were there—bye,” Zyberiz quipped nonchalantly as he hung up on the screeching, soulless corporate oligarch and turned his attention back to the pursuers. “Now, these fuckers…” Zyberiz flew through the streets, around sharp corners and through traffic, with the assassins close behind. Naturally, just as the stylish mercenary prepared to magic his way out of the bottleneck up ahead, his phone rang again with the words ‘unavailable’ appearing in glowing white letters. This time, a twitch at the corner of Zyberiz’s left eye teased at a lurking, reeking fury that lay just below the surface. “Fuck sake, can’t a guy have a high-speed chase without his goddamn phone ringing every five seconds…?” Putting his chicken wings aside, he answered the phone curtly. “Speak.”

A quiet, but fiercely intense female voice responded over the hands-free speakers like a wraith in a graveyard, “This is Madame Calixte Lafleur,” the smoky, female voice at the other end said firmly in an intense Louisiana, Creole accent. “I’ll be brief; our reputations precede us.” Madame Lafleur was the most powerful, influential monarch of modern Voodoo since Marie Laveau. She was born and raised in Louisiana, had lived there her whole life, and was strikingly beautiful, a thin scrumptious mixture of African-American and Indigenous American. Her caramel-colored skin teased a dark soul within, and her eyes seemed bottomless. Her right front tooth was made of gold, and her long, black hair was as silky as a black widow’s web. She wore an elegant black gown with a red shawl over her unassuming, narrow shoulders. Her age was entirely unknown, but she appeared to be in her mid to late forties. Renowned throughout all the realms for her incredible, uncanny spiritual abilities, she enjoyed reverence, and more often fear, from all who knew her. Her reputation always preceded her.

Zyberiz stiffened, “Finally a call worthy of my full attention.”

“Correct,” she teased.

The traffic snarl ahead was quickly upon him, and the pressure began to show in the form of that old familiar throbbing vein, pulsing on the right side of his taught temple. “What can I do for you, Madame? We are still on for later this week, yes?”

“We are, but I have come to understand that you still do not possess the target; your Yasmani Ro born of fire and ice,” the last part she sang mockingly. “You are dangerously close to insinuating my time is trifling.”

Pushing the drift sedan to its limits, the multi-realm mercenary piloted his prized, levitating auto sideways along the towering building faces, defying gravity and physics. It was a move aimed at taunting his pursuers and challenging them to risk the dangerous maneuver themselves. The drift sedan to his left pushed forward and endeavored to follow, but disastrously clipped a concrete overhang and went spiraling end-over-end above the sluggish traffic until it collided into a building across the street. It exploded and flew apart in a shower of hot metal and concrete, as the drift sedan to his right cut sharply left in an effort to force him into the sidewalk. Avoiding the potentially explosive collision with ease, Zyberiz maintained a measured colloquial, but professional tone with Madame Lafleur. “Madame, no one appreciates your time more than I; rest assured when I promise you there will be no issues, there will be no issues.”

“Hmph,” she snorted, “I will send for you the day after your arrival, and you can join me at my home for some authentic Creole cuisine.”

“No need to send for me. I’ll be there; and I can think of nothing I would enjoy more than some of your home cooking,” Zyberiz said. “I’ll look forward to lunch, as well as fulfilling our agreement. Set an extra place at the table; our target will be joining us.”

“I see,” Madame Lafleur snickered, disbelieving. “Why trouble yourself strong-arming a dangerous predator into a cage when you can get them to go willingly using leverage?”

“Precisely, Madame,” Zyberiz said, smiling. “You have my word she will be there.”

“The word of a gentleman is good enough for me.” There was southern sweetness in her twangy voice, but prowling behind the curtain of charm was the certainty that she meant serious business. “I’ll see you soon here in the Crescent City,” she said, her tone relaxing.

“The pleasure will be all mine, Madame,” Zyberiz acknowledged.

“Quite,” she said before hanging up.

The night threatened thunderstorms and rain as Zyberiz focused on ditching the last remaining assassin, who was proving reluctant to die. “I’ve had about all I can stand of this fucking jerk.” Unbelievably, Zyberiz managed to keep his precious drift sedan free from even the smallest scratch, despite the two amateur assassins’ white-knuckled attempts to discourteously crash him. Having reached his limit, and with much bigger fish to fry, Zyberiz’s fuse ran out. He quickly brought the drift sedan around in an elegant arc through the air and put her down in one of only two public gardens in the entire city. The realm's most dangerous killer stepped out from behind his cooling engine amidst a cavalcade of beautiful blooming flowers that were exploding amidst a city drawn in charcoal. His tie flapped loosely in the sultry air as he sauntered away from the sexy vehicle, before tucking the dark blue tie between his buttons again. He watched with disinterest as the last pursuing drift sedan finally caught up and swung in above to face him. The bulging headlamps washed Zyberiz in white, blinding stabs of light, as the thrusters underneath the carriage kicked up a whirlwind of loose blossoms and exhaust. The blowing petals served as an unlikely but beautiful backdrop to the impending violence. Twin Gatling chain guns rolled out from sleek compartments in the side of the assassin’s hovering sedan and began spinning with catastrophic intent. Like music from a mad machine, the many clicking firing pins began blasting off rounds and spitting out casings by the thousands. The smoking shells mixed with the blowing flower petals and created an absurdly lovely image of gorgeous conflict. Zyberiz remained aloof and unconcerned as he began moving so fast from left to right that he appeared to be vibrating - every bullet now seemingly frozen in time. He swaggered through the paralyzed artillery swarm effortlessly, pausing only to elegantly sniff a black rose that hung from a snaking thorny vine. Upon approaching the vehicle that remained slightly above him, firing at a target that was no longer there, he placed his hand on the floating front bumper and uttered a single word, “Rust.” Instantly the floating drift sedan died and dropped to the ground like a dead duck where it began to disintegrate into a rusting hulk. The occupant was stunned, to say the least, and could only gawk dumbfoundedly as Zyberiz approached him. “Pathetic amateur, who will save you now? If you had known the true nature of your target, you would have cowered in terror.” Zyberiz arrived at what remained of the disintegrated driver's side door, reached through the crumbling window and cupped the quivering would-be-assassin's chin in his left hand like a lover. “Decompose,” he whispered again. A brief scream escaped the assassin’s withering throat as he quickly turned from a run-of-the-mill mercenary to a bloated, oozing horror, then into a dusty, rickety skeleton with spindly hair wafting in the calming air. All this in a matter of seconds. “Now, back home for a nice, warm bath.” As if on cue, his cell phone began ringing again, shattering the brief tranquility. “Motherfucker.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Mina—the Yasmani Ro born of fire and ice—kneeled, ready to strike like a coiled cobra in a pressure cooker at the bottom of the sea. She was wearing only her Ceridome wraps; enchanted ancient black silk wraps with red runes stitched into them that crisscrossed over her statuesque body like mummy wraps. Her curvy, muscular silhouette cut the ribbons of moonlight that streamed into her mountainous den into shadow. Her domicile was carved into the side of a cold, dark mountain, located in her ancestral realm of Val Tebrae. Her six foot, six inch form haunted the inside of the shadowy den that begged for a fire to warm it. Her breath shot out in thick plumes of condensation as she focused. Tension and stress kept her muscles tight, and every fiber within them taut. Sweat poured from her alabaster skin, which vibrated with furious anger. Her long, jet-black hair was fighting its way out of a ponytail and clung loosely to her skin. The stark emerald of her eyes promised a world of hurt, and her bare knuckles told a bloody story of brutal training. She had been preparing to confront the son of a bitch—or bitches—responsible for abducting her beloved parents and otherworldly barbarian lover since she learned of their disappearance several days ago. She was only still now because exhaustion and pain had forced her to take a break.

Her dearest friend Auri, a fierce, five foot, eleven inch red-headed, pale-skinned hot Irish ember of a woman, who just so happened to be Hell’s chief executioner and interrogator, entered the muggy den from a portal conjured at the back entrance. She was wearing her new executioner’s uniform: a sleek, black, skin-tight fabric woven from the poisonous silk of a Reclon Black Widow titan. Her ghostly face, depthless green eyes, and blood-red hair were all housed within a large cowl hood that she pushed back to reveal stunning beauty. She was hoping to coax a moment of relaxation from her bestie, but knew it was a long shot. Mina shot up like a dart upon her arrival. “Mina, be easy girl,” Auri cooed in a soothing voice. “Bee will be back in just a little while, and I’m sure she’ll have good intel for us. Based on what the imp told you about the mercenary Zyberiz Olig and his connection to the Shadow Elders, we have a pretty good idea of how to track him down. However, it’s entirely possible the imp was lying to us.”

Mina smoldered, raised her fists and began relentlessly punching her Wing Chun training stand, carved unbelievably out of unforgiving, gray Pentavi granite. “He was truthful.”

The rhythmic, pounding sound of raw meat on stone pained Auri. “Rest a bit, Mina—”

“There will be no rest before revenge,” Mina promised behind burning green eyes that churned toxically. “No one—and I mean no one—puts hands on my family without drawing back a stump. A wise old samurai once told me, ‘There is no clearer, truer path than revenge,’ and that has always proven correct throughout my lifetime.” Upon some consideration, “You know, I think it’s about time we take Athan Asios up on that dinner invitation and find out what’s so fucking special about my Alma.”

“I’ll arrange it. Following the…kerfuffle with the Master Elder imp and his Steplescar army at my former residence, there’s been a lot of chatter about you lately, my lovely,” Auri informed her. “All the way to the outermost realms, apparently. I hate to be the one to tell you this, but there are a myriad of bounties on your head right now, and growing, all looking for your Alma. Even Bob has tried to get in the game. Greasy fucker thinks Bee and I don’t know what he’s up to, but we know he’s after you as well.”

“Everyone wants my soul smoke, huh? The Yasmani Ro, born of fire and ice. Fuck’s sake. Hopefully, we can put the pieces of the puzzle together before someone takes me apart.” With that, Mina began running fight routines again on her bloody training stone, this time with Beauty, her beloved blade, carved out of rare white Pentavi granite.

“Aren’t those training stands supposed to be padded?” Auri asked. “And not made of rock? Christ Mina, I get it. I can’t imagine how tightly wound you must be, but we’ll get ‘em back; we’ll fix it. In the meantime, you’ve got to cage that tiger and think clearly about what our next moves are.”

“I have never been more focused and clearer than I am at this moment,” Mina snarled from behind tense teeth. “All I need to know is where they are.”

Auri conjured a rare Davidoff Zodiac Series cigar and held it up so Mina could see it. “How about that rest?”

Mina furrowed her brow in resignation and let her fists fall to her side for the second time in days. “Damn you for knowing me so well.”

“You are my dearest friend, and I will always be here for you. Now take a smoke break before I have to break a bitch.” Auri smiled widely.

“Whatever you say.” Mina grabbed the cigar, bit the end off, and spit it out. Using the index finger of her fiery right hand, she lit it eagerly. “Ohhhhh, that’s the medicine.” Auri had finally succeeded in relaxing Mina’s fury, at least for the moment. “I love you, girl. Thanks for always being there.”

“We are inextricably linked, you and I; and I love you too.” Auri quickly turned away, hiding misty eyes.

Suddenly, a portal opened up inside the cavernous surroundings and Bee, Auri’s wife and CEO of Hell Corp, stepped smartly out. Bee was short for Beelzebub, aka Lucifer, aka Satan, and she was wearing her most elegantly cut executive power suit that did her tall, slender form a lot of favors. Her luscious black hair was wrapped tightly in a gorgeous professional style, and her six-inch matching heels clacked loudly on the stone floor as she made her way towards them. “New Orleans,” she said gravely. “It’s where Zyberiz is headed.”

Both Mina and Auri snapped to attention, but it was Auri who soured with authentic fear. “I had really hoped the imp was wrong about it being Zyberiz. Goddamn Bone Finger. Fuuuuuuuuuck me; I wish we could catch a break.”

Bee strode over to Auri and kissed her lightly on the lips, “It seems not.” Holding Auri’s hand and looking gravely over to Mina, “Not only is he in league with the Shadow Elders—who I’m discovering more about and not loving what I’m hearing—but they have enlisted Madame Calixte Lafleur as their conjurer. There is no worse circle of opposition. I am afraid blacker days are still ahead.” Brightening now, “Who wants lunch?”

The air in the cavern hung damp and quiet for several long seconds, but eventually Mina slowly raised her hand. “I could eat.”

“Magnificent,” Bee said. “What are you in the mood for?”

Without hesitation Mina growled, “Etouffee.”

Bee nodded her head slowly in understanding, “First things first. You need an education on Zyberiz Olig and Madame Lafleur.”

“Educate me.” Mina was like a heat-seeking missile, headed for destruction in a straight line. “Then you can point me at them and pull the trigger.”

“It’s not as easy as all that, Mina,” Auri chimed in. “That Olig motherfucker is a madman, a psycho killer. Not only is he a bastard, but Madame Lafleur is…absolutely the darkest, most wicked conjurer I’ve ever met in my entire life; keep in mind Athan Asios is my brother-in-law. Hell is anxiously awaiting that soul.”

“You have my attention,” Mina promised.

“Good,” Bee stated. “Let’s start with Zyberiz Olig, aka Bone Finger, aka The Blight of Bastiel, aka The Plague Prince of Pestilence…you get the idea. You’ve heard me talk about the Bone Wars of Bastiel during the Underworld uprising; well, I never spoke about my encounter with him during that time because it still gives me nightmares. Me! The Queen of fucking nightmares.” She shook her head, pushing away the memory. “Anyway, he was conscripted by the rogue God Dyzan, whose head Auri eventually collected after the trials, to stomp out the uprising in Bastiel. Zyberiz went to extremes in order to carry out his contract.” A shiver tickled her spine. “With one word, one fucking whisper, he killed every male, female, child, and beast in the entire realm. Hell, he even killed off all the plant life, if you can believe that. He completely reduced that entire realm to a noxious, decomposing heap of rotten death. We were able to put hands on Dyzan, but Zyberiz slipped through our fingers. Since then, he’s kept a respectable distance from us, and we’ve not gone after him. Mind you, it’s not because we don’t want to, it’s because we are afraid of him. He is a world ender.”

“Jesus Christ,” Mina whispered. “How do we defend against him?”

“We don’t. We can only hope to buy him, outfox him, or get him on our side. Unfortunately, much like Athan Asios, there’s not enough money in all the realms to make him renege on an existing contract, which your Shadow Elders currently hold, so we’ll have to be clever.”

“Well, clever is my middle name,” Mina smirked.

Bee stiffened, but Auri squeezed her hand tight to keep her quiet. “Honey, we’re in the big leagues now,” Auri warned. “This is a whole new class of badass, and joking around or underestimating them will get us all killed. If Bee and I die, it’s the black void for us, but if you die, your soul will belong to the nearest hungry hand with a conjurer capable of trapping your Alma; and then all the realms are fucked.”

Nodding her head in understanding, Mina felt arrogant and sheepish. “I understand. I’m…I’m just trying to fool myself about the stakes. I’m so worried about them.” For the first time since she lost her master in Japan over a hundred years ago, a single tear rolled down Mina’s cheek.

Auri and Bee rushed over to comfort and embrace her, shocked to see even one hint of tenderness from the fierce warrior woman’s emerald eyes. Auri hugged her tight, “We know you are, and we will not stop—ever—until we have Layluna, Vasser, and Mayax back unharmed. Vasser and Mayax are still alive, of course—being immortal Nevuscar—but he knows if he kills Layluna you’ll never stop hunting him. The real trick will be getting you in and out of New Orleans, alive, with your soul smoke intact.”

“My mother and I may not be immortal, but it makes us better fighters,” Mina thought out loud. “It’s been days since their abduction; why the hell hasn’t Zyberiz contacted me? I am the one he wants after all,” Mina screamed, genuinely perplexed.

“He expects you will save him the trouble of finding you,” Bee explained. “He knows you will find him because he knows what his prisoners mean to you.”

“So the imp was wrong about him initially trying to capture me. He’s forcing me to deliver myself right into his hands; pretty smooth,” Mina said, trying not to admire his style of gaming. “So, he perceives me as more of a threat than the three of them?” Mina pondered the thought. “That’s telling.”

“It’s also a ploy to get inside your head; keep you impetuous and off balance,” Bee elaborated. “When you said the imp mentioned him, I was really hoping he was wrong. In any case, he will be at Madame Lafleur’s sprawling mansion in the Garden District two days from now. I have the exact time and location; it’s not like he’s really trying to hide it. We will need to formulate an inspired plan, though, with the right assistance, in less than forty-eight hours.”

“No pressure.” Mina’s stress level was at a boiling point. “Okay, tell me about Madame Lafleur.”

“It would be my pleasure to tell you about Madame Calixte Lafleur,” a deep, thick, monstrous voice said out of thin air. At the origin of the voice, a black, sludgy portal began opening up like a septic, wound on glass, dripping with toxic jelly and poisonous muck. As the lesion widened, Athan Asios stepped out from the pit of Faltous Estuche—the Dark Realm—as though he were the next guest on Jimmy Fallon. His two-dimensional shadowy visage was void of features, save a wide, toothy grin and two evil, red eyes. He was smoky at the edges like a black hole, his core a bottomless abyss of emptiness. He was the personification of shadow and evil, but was still a fair and charming deity. “I do hope you’ll forgive my intrusion, as well as my impatience over setting up dinner plans. I was listening in and figured I’d drop by. I brought Thai food.” Athan Asios raised a large plastic bag full of Thai food. “It’s from this really great place in…Thailand; you’ll love it.”

Everyone present respectfully bowed their heads. “Thank you so much for bringing dinner. It’s always a pleasure to see you, brother, and never an intrusion,” Bee assured him.

“Wonderful. Oh Bee, you’re always so cordial and considerate of me,” Athan Asios purred. “It’s truly unfair that the religious zealots have stymied your reputation by confusing you with…me,” Athan Asios curtsied. “Boy, do they have it all wrong.”

“We are all in the soul business, after all,” Bee said politely, because even a sibling chose their words carefully with Athan Asios.

Mina conjured a lengthy wooden dinner table with four chairs. “Would you like to have a seat, Dark Lord?”

“Would I.” Athan Asios strode over to the table, leaving steaming puddles of grot with every footstep, and sat himself at the head. Placing the plastic bag full of food on the table, he continued, “And Mina, I thought we were past the whole ‘Dark Lord’ business. You’re like family; please, call me Athan Asios.” He began to unpack the assortment of food and set it all up like a buffet. “Please…” he extended his shadowy hand to Mina as an invitation to sit down at her own table. She obliged, as did the rest. “Auri, plates and utensils, please.” Auri conjured the accommodations quickly, and Athan dished out some spicy noodles for Mina. “These are my favorite. I know my initial dinner invitation was for Indian food, but I just had a hankering for Thai and some spicy noodles.”

“I’m starving,” Mina admitted.

“Been training hard, I see,” the Dark Lord noted.

“Is there any other way?” Mina asked absentmindedly as she eyeballed the spicy noodles.

“You just keep that Alma nice and polished for me—I will eventually have it,” the Dark One promised as he uncharacteristically served everyone.

Considering this, Mina ventured a barbed question, “Do I have you to thank for the multitude of bounties currently on my head?”

A great sigh escaped Athan Asios and revealed genuine regret. “I’ll forgive you for that comment because it was I who initially put the scent in the air. Most of the chuckleheads now hunting your Alma have absolutely no idea why it is so valuable; they just know I wanted it—so now they do as well. Not to mention, there are diabolical forces beyond comprehension that are aligning for the same purpose, and if any one of them gets hands on your soul smoke, it’s all over for the realms. Those damn Shadow Elders are only the beginning. They are so desperate for true immortality and were so determined to keep feeding off the subjugation of your primitive—sorry—ancient clans, that they called in their one and only favor with me.” He shrugged his shoulders. “I am a business deity after all, so I drew up the contract, but you couldn’t be caught, and when the whole plan went kaput, and they figured out that they could use your Alma for what they wanted and sooooooo much more, they became my competition. I suppose it is an occupational hazard in business. In any case, the word is out now and all players, big and small, are after you and your Alma. There is only one way to ensure the continuity of all the realms and that is for you to hand over your Alma to me,” he said confidently, while slurping up a noodle. “I am certain there is no other hope.”

Knowing better than to ask him why he wanted her Alma so much, Mina went a different route, “Certainty is a fickle beast.”

“Truer words never spoken,” Athan Asios proclaimed. “I have always appreciated your feistiness, Mina. You may very well be right. It will be invigorating to see how this all plays out.” Athan Asios ventured a wink. “Now, before I launch into Madam Lafleur, I offer you this one solemn warning: the Shadow Elders are not at all to be trifled with. They are not of your clan as you once thought, rather, they defy definition, and they are without a doubt among the most rotten, repugnant deities in all the realms. I’ve learned my lesson with them if that tells you anything. They are fat leeches feeding off conflict and greed—zero moral compass. I have always been fair and straightforward with my dealings, content to reside in my own realm with a steady stream of clientele coming to me; but those three…their designs surround total domination and enslavement of all the realms, including mine. Needless to say, I can’t let that happen; and with them dangerously close to forcing Hell Corp to its knees and Bob grasping at straws, they are beginning to gain traction. I’m prepared to help you, but you know my end game, Mina. Again, I have always been fair and straightforward.”

“I appreciate that about you,” Mina admitted. “Why not just take my Alma from me; you have the power? Why all the cloak and dagger?”

“My lady, I take nothing; I only receive what is owed,” he offered, feigning insult. “Everything I have is because it has been given to me, willingly, through contract. That is what separates someone like me from filth, like the Shadow Elders. Naturally, I skew things in my favor once in a while through craft and artfulness, but I am an artist, not a renegade. I have…class.” To this, the Dark Lord raised both hands as if to illustrate his point. “I should have known better than to hitch my wagon to their star for even a moment. If I had my druthers, they would achieve immortality only to serve in my contracts and documents department for eternity. Fucking parasites; they have no panache, only an insatiable hunger for more, more, more, that supersedes anything else. Just the thought of their glutenous, bloated, fleshy faces is almost enough to put me off my food. But I digress—you all, please eat. I will tell you everything you need to know about Calixte over some gaeng daeng.” The use of her first name instead of her full title was a subtle, but clever way of humbling The Madame.

Everyone sat at the table and began to politely eat, while Mina wolfed down her plate and helped herself to seconds and thirds. “Aw man, this is amazing.”

“Best noodles and red curry in all the realms,” Athan Asios proclaimed with pride. “Now, about this conjurer of theirs…” He shook his head wearily. “You’re going to want to limit your dealings with her as much as possible; get in, get your people, get out. I may be a ruthless lord of darkness, but I am only ruthless when I come to collect; she is a wicked and wanton witch with no guiding light to speak of. The perfect addition to the Shadow Elders and Zyberiz, I might add. She is the only soul alive in all the realms to have ever wormed out of a contract with me, and I’ve been looking for an opportunity to rectify that ever since.” Athan Asios’ eyes burned with smoldering fury. “If I tread cautiously with her, then you all better fucking tread a thousand times more carefully. She’ll walk away with your life, your Alma, your souls and have you all thanking her for it, the slippery dog. Don’t believe ANYTHING that bruja bitch says, there is always an angle; and make no mistake, she is in the business of unscrupulously enslaving souls. She is not bound by honor or contracts as I am. These are dangerous days for all of us, including me—but more especially—if they get your Alma in the near future.” Athan Asios sighed again and pushed his food away.

Auri and Bee looked despondently at one another, but Mina was focused and poised; even with a little red curry sauce on her chin. “Fuck all that shit; they don’t have a future.”
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Chapter 2

Ice Cream Extravaganza





Mayax, the former lead of the Sinteverete barbarian sect of immortals known as the Undying Nevuscar, awoke within a most unexpected prison. The last thing he remembered was being bushwhacked from behind in Mina’s den by an unseen assailant. Needless to say, the 10-foot-tall barbarian was not accustomed to being blindsided and taken captive. Gone were the new clothes Mina had replaced his spikey, terrifying black battle armor with, and in their place he wore an ice cream man's uniform. Standing stoically like an angry giant with midnight black hair cascading over his broad shoulders and intertwining with his burly black and braided beard below, the once Malevolent one looked wildly out of place in the stark white outfit and apron with a smiling cartoon ice cream cone printed on the front. He quickly surveyed the scene with his black eyes, trying to make sense of it all. Unbelievably, he was behind the counter of a bright, sunny, ice cream parlor, with a long line of kids in front of him. “Well, this is unexpected,” Mayax admitted. Looking down, he noticed his trusty jagged axe, Velocet, had been replaced by an ice cream scoop. “What the fuck…?” 

A rather impatient little red-headed boy at the front of the line waved his hands in the air, “Hey mister. I want a pistachio double scoop, please.”

Mayax directed his gaze downward. “The hell you say…?”

“A pistachio double scoop on a waffle cone.”

Unexpectedly, a sweet, buoyant woman’s voice from out of nowhere urged him to, “Hurry up. You have ten seconds; go.”

Amazingly, a floating red arrow appeared out of thin air to his left and began pointing in sequence below. “This must be witchcraft,” Mayax concluded.

Suddenly, a cute, merry song began to play as the same cheery female voice spoke out loudly and began counting down, “Ten, nine, eight, seven, six…”

Mayax, confused as a congressman, studied the arrow and saw it pointing to a tub of pistachio ice cream in a cooler underneath it.

“Only five seconds left,” the polite, happy woman's voice alerted him.

It had been Mayax’s experience that whenever someone started a countdown—no matter the circumstances—you had better act fast. Moving with the focused skill and dexterity that comes from over a hundred years of endless training, Mayax swiftly scooped the ice cream into a waffle cone and handed it to the mysterious child. The kid thanked him graciously, as a golden coin with the letter ‘X’ and the number 10 next to it appeared over his head with a chime.

“Excellent, that’s ten points,” the female voice explained. “Keep the line moving.”

The next child in line, a cute rosy cheeked little girl, stepped up and spoke in a strangely vacant, but sweet voice, “I’d like a double scoop of butterscotch ripple and vanilla.”

The unknown female voice again gave him instruction, “You have ten seconds. Go.” She started the countdown a second time, accompanied by the same surreal carnival music. Another red arrow appeared over the butterscotch ripple and vanilla ice cream, beckoning him. 

“What kind of sick game is this?” he bellowed to no one. “What do you want from me?”

“A double scoop of butterscotch ripple and vanilla,” the little girl responded.

He was momentarily dumbfounded and scrambled to fix the order too late. The countdown expired, and a loud buzzer sounded out of nowhere. The cheerful female voice called out, “Oh no. Time's up. Only two more chances to complete the order. Go.”

“Or what?” Mayax demanded, with no response. This time, the surly warrior let the countdown run out again; then a second time as well. “Do your worst,” the otherworldly barbarian barked at the carefree little girl. Expecting the child to morph into some unholy creature of death, Mayax was ready for anything, except what happened next.

A sad melody began playing while all the kids unexpectedly disappeared, and the charming female voice spoke again. “That’s okay; you did your best. Let's try again.”

Without warning, another line of children appeared, and the first child stepped up. “I’d like a triple scoop. One vanilla, one chocolate, and one strawberry.”

The female narrator spoke, “You have ten seconds. Go.” The whole scene played out as it had before, only this time Mayax obliged and began scooping ice cream like a sixteen-year-old at their first summer job. After giving every child in line their ice cream, the sugary female voice commended him on a job well done and instructed him to prepare for the next round. This time, the line of kids stretched out the front door and around the block.

After about the fourth round, Mayax had reached his limit. Roaring, he began trying to smash and destroy everything within his line of sight, even the children. Unbelievably, his hands passed through the surroundings with no effect. “What in the name of all that is painful…” He quickly charged the front door but found he could not pass the threshold into the picture perfect, small-town scene beyond. “Enough of these monkeyshines.”

As if in response, the madness-inducing, candy-coated world inexplicably vanished, and he found himself chained to a wall by the neck in a large, dark, dank and musty cell. The only light came from a long narrow wired window in the wall to the left, that illuminated a shadowy figure that stood in front of him. The unknown form stood casually, holding a futuristic VR headset in his manicured hand. “I see you’re enjoying my nine-year-old niece’s favorite game, ‘Ice Cream Extravaganza.’ Our VR technology here is far superior to that in the Earth realm, total sensory submersion. You know, I could leave you in there for eternity with no way out—the perfect prison—but I’m not so cruel.”

“Who the hell are you?” Mayax demanded, “And what do you want?”

“I am Zyberiz, The Bone Finger, and I want nothing from you,” he said cryptically while setting the VR headset aside.

“Never heard of you,” Mayax admitted, “and why the fuck am I here if you don’t want anything from me?”

“Language,” he snorted. “Let us get something nice and sparkling clear barbarian; I ask the questions around here, not you. All you have to do is sit there, chained to the wall, looking…oh so serious.” Zyberiz paced around him, soaking in the mountain of a man with interest. “Sure are handsome in a rural, country-bumpkin-cousin kind of way. I could hit that. I don’t suppose you’d ever engage in Copunocture with a man…?” Zyberiz asked.

“You’re not a man, you’re a sneak thief,” Mayax growled.

“Don’t avoid the question,” Zyberiz encouraged him with hungry eyes. “I can’t promise you it will help your situation, but it would be…memorable.”

“I’m in a relationship.” Mayax huffed, “Not that it’s any business of yours.”

Zyberiz dared to get nose-to-nose with Mayax. “Hmmm. Pity. Yes, yes, the Yasmani Ro, born of fire and ice. Quite a catch, caveman. Everyone wants a piece of her these days.”

Mayax struck like lightning and tried to grab hold of Zyberiz’s tanned neck, but the mercenary was far too quick for him, and was out of reach before Mayax had even flexed. “Tsk, tsk; papa punish—” Zyberiz teased before whispering one word, “Sleep…” Mayax suddenly crumpled unconscious to the ground like an avalanche. Zyberiz leaned over him and traced his hugely muscular arm with one finger before standing. “Too bad Mr. Serious Barbarian.” He waved his hand over the concrete wall opposite Mayax and a door appeared. Zyberiz strolled out into a dimly lit, stark and barren hallway, where nothing but a spider kept all six eyes transfixed on him. After a few feet, he stopped, turned and waved his hand over the wall again and another door appeared. He quietly walked inside.

Vasser was there, motionless, and held captive by another VR helmet strapped to his head. Zyberiz ripped it off, and Vasser was suddenly transported violently back to reality. He was frantic and howling until he realized he was no longer in the game. Zyberiz chuckled. “Not a fan of horror games, huh? This one is particularly nasty, but wildly popular here.”

The mysterious six-inch-scar that snaked from the right corner of Vasser’s mouth to the crux of his eye pulsed from the throbbing vein underneath. Incidentally, Mayax wore an identical scar that Mina had given him, as retribution for imprisoning Vasser and her mother, before they were lovers. Everyone knew how Mayax got the scar, but no one knew how Vasser had gotten his. Gasping, he spoke, “Are you a sorcerer?” Vasser managed the words breathlessly through the long white hair that hung in his gray-freckled face, matted with perspiration.

“No, I am not,” Zyberiz admitted, wiping off his shoulder. “I am, however, an enthusiastic gamer—when I have the time. Are you so beguiled by technology?” Chortling, he continued, “I can see why you and your clans were such an easy mark for the Shadow Elders. Fucking savages.”

Taking offense, Vasser scowled at Zyberiz through red, albino eyes. “Technology does not make you civilized.” Struggling to compose himself, but rancid with anger, Vasser hissed at him, “Where is my wife?”

This set Zyberiz laughing heartily for a long moment. “Such unruliness from a honey and lavender scented sugar-colored troglodyte like yourself. You’ll want to speak to me more respectfully from this moment on, savage.”

“I presume you know who and what I am?” Vasser spoke. “I am Nevuscar—The Undying—so you’ll understand if I am less than concerned with threats from a hundred and fifty pound coconut scented tulip like yourself. I hate to fracture your ego, but we both know there is no killing me. You can hurt me, and you can kill my wife, but I have eternity to hear you scream.”

While pacing back and forth slowly in front of Vasser, Zyberiz took out a piece of chewing gum, unwrapped it and stuck it provocatively in his mouth. “Is that right?”

“That’s right,” Vasser answered.

With no particular tone or volume, Zyberiz spoke one word around his chewing gum, “Die.” Unbelievably, Vasser’s eyes glazed over and he slumped forward, dead as dreams. Zyberiz continued to pace slowly for a long moment, chewing his gum and feeling superior, before speaking again. “Live.”

Immediately, Vasser gasped and drew a frantic breath in as his eyes came back to life. “How…? Impossible.”

Zyberiz huffed, “How did you enjoy your taste of mortality?”

Vasser stared at him with complete and total disbelief. “It was…beautiful.” After a bit of a pause, “What are you?”

“Don’t you worry your pretty little head about it, just watch your fucking tone from now on—and sleep.” Vasser slumped over a second time, falling into a deep sleep. “Now to go visit with your lovely wife…”


      [image: image-placeholder]The three Shadow Elders slithered over one another within their hidden embryonic realm known only to them. They hibernated, conserving their strength, while toiling in the putrid womb of the nothing. When resting, they took on their true forms: three freakishly long, fat, pink and white leeches; all the size of a blue whale with round, probing mouths lined with jagged teeth. Four bulging eyes protruded symmetrically above their mouth and rolled around in all directions like a chameleon. They communicated through a hive mind and discussed the one thing that mattered to them the most: food. The apparent alpha, Bithall, whined telepathically to her sisters, “I’m starving.”

Oball, the beta, cuddled her superior in a coil of nauseatingly slimy, transparent flesh. “We are as well, but we must be patient. Soon we will have the Alma from the Yasmani Ro born of fire and ice and not only will we be immortal, but we will also be unstoppable. Then all the realms shall be our buffet.”

The gamma sister, Azgroll, chimed in, “I can’t wait to sink my teeth into the meat of the Earth realm; all that delicious fighting and greed will fatten our bellies a million fold. Once we are immortal and plump on the sustenance of their suffering, all the other realms will fall like leaves.”

“I want to take down the Hell realm first—as an appetizer,” Bithall demanded. “I want to relish the look on Bob’s haughty, doughy face as I suck him dry.”

“Will you be sharing him with us, sister?” Oball asked anxiously.

“I will give you each a taste, but the lion’s share of that feast is mine,” Bithall clamored.

The other two sisters whined in reluctant acceptance but were quiet in order to ensure they would get every scrap offered. Azgroll finally spoke, “I miss gorging off the pain of the Sinteverete and Pentavi; truly a time of plenty for us. Now we are sequestered in this womb, starving. It’s so unfair.”

Bithall purred, the vibrations soothing her angsty sisters, who were wriggling closer to her for comfort. “Don’t worry, we will be feasting on the fat of misery soon enough. We won’t be settling for scraps any longer; we’re going to gorge on the full bounty of all the realms.” The other two sisters cooed impatiently in anticipation. “Zyberiz is meeting with Madame Lafleur very soon and we will have our Alma. Patience, my sisters, patience.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Zyberiz arrived in the French Quarter of New Orleans right on schedule, having portaled there discreetly from his home realm in a flashy black Astin Martin. He pulled off of Charles Street and into the Omni Royal Hotel valet parking, where a nice gentleman smelling pungently of cannabis took his keys and gave him a ticket. Zyberiz tipped him a hundred, then strolled into the main lobby like a boss. After checking in, he was escorted to his luxury room and stepped inside, where he promptly began stripping off his lavish suit and scoped out the room for the cappuccino machine. A great sigh escaped him as he laid loving eyes on it. “It’s the little things…” He made himself a cappuccino, put on his robe and lounged on the soft bed. He sipped his second favorite beverage, next to whiskey, and let his mind wander away from work related stress. His eyes fluttered a bit as he tried futilely to doze off.

Without warning, a shrewd woman’s voice abruptly cut the air with shrill tones, “Zyberiz, what exactly do you think you are doing?” Bithall scolded him from within inches of his face.

Swallowing a bitter pill of contempt, Zyberiz slowly opened his eyes, took a breath and responded, “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean. My meeting with Madame Lafleur is tomorrow, so I am trying to relax, the operative word here being trying.”

“How dare you loaf while the Yasmani Ro we require is still out there.” Bithall, now in her four-foot-tall false female guise, shouted at Zyberiz. Standing there, she looked like a ghostly white Whoopi Goldberg in flowing black gowns and extravagant jewelry. Her frosty gray dreadlocks hung down to the floor, longer than she was tall. Naturally, she wore garish jewelry and adornments that spoke to her obsession with possessions and wealth.

“While I appreciate your concern, Bithall, you hired me to do a job because I am the best—so let me do my job.”

“Your job is to obtain the target, deliver her to Madame Lafleur, and facilitate in obtaining her Alma. So far, you haven't even completed step one,” Bithall barked through a frothy mouth. “Do you know how many other formidable parties are seeking out the same prize? And you, overconfident and checking in here under your real name. Your arrogance will be the undoing of all our hard planning.”

“With all due respect, don’t presume to tell me how to do my job,” Zyberiz offered, maintaining a professional tone. “You don’t see me telling you how to slurp shit and fatten up, so I’ll thank you for doing the same. Surely I don’t need to remind you of my contract stipulation surrounding operations? That is, unless of course, you prefer to waddle your fat fucking ass out there into the world and obtain the Yasmani Ro yourself?”

Bithall went rigid as a plank. “Do watch that tongue, Zyberiz, if you wish to continue to draw breath—”

“Don’t you threaten me,” he snickered. “We both know how weak and wanting you are since the unification of the Sinteverete and Pentavi clans left you without your steak dinner. In addition to needing me in a very serious way, I’m sure you wouldn’t like me spreading that information around. So…good day.”

Bithall snarled and vanished into thin air. Zyberiz relaxed back into the bed again, finished off his cappuccino and went for the whiskey bottle. “One of these days, I’m going to fucking lose it.”


      [image: image-placeholder]It was nighttime in a nightmare world, with an alien moon high in the cradle of fast moving clouds. Layluna had awakened to find herself here, alone, after being abducted a few days earlier. She was a fierce Pentavi warrior woman with skill and training that suited her well in this strange realm, but she feared for her husband, Vasser, who was with her when they were blindsided. Where was he? If she was still alive, surely their captor or captors had plans for them. She assumed correctly that this was all somehow connected to the Shadow Elders but was perplexed as to how. She had been battling strange alien zombie creatures since the moment she awakened buck naked and face down in the dirt. She figured she was locked away in some awful realm, hidden in the darkest reaches of the universe by her jailer, so she just sucked it up and fought to stay alive. Gone were her newly enchanted Ceridome wraps, as well as her ability to shift into the largest yaggowar leopard in her clan. Additionally, she could no longer cast any spells, and she was initially without any weapons to speak of. She felt completely naked. The ageless warrior woman had been forced to scavenge for guns, ammo, knives, and battle fatigues from soldiers who lay dead and strewn about the war-torn landscape like carrion meat. Suited up and feeling less exposed, she made her way cautiously across the treacherous hellscape. She was unable to conjure here, so she had to learn her weapons the hard way—and fast.

She had had several meaningful interactions with strange alien beings since arriving here, and they had given her some critical insight as to what was happening, but they were largely unhelpful. She had met several soldiers who offered her some fractured intel before dying brutally at the hands of the never-ending swarm of monstrosities that came after them in wave after wave. One of the most telling encounters she had was with a strange man in a dark cloak who appeared from a distance. He had materialized out of thin air a few hundred feet in front of her, but no matter how fast she ran towards him, the distance between them stayed consistent. She finally gave up and demanded he tell her where she and her husband were; not to mention why they had been brought to this awful place. He had chuckled at her, only offering a cryptic message: “You are an impressive fighter, Layluna.”

“You know me…” Layluna was constantly measuring things and taking stock.

“Yes. I must say, you surviving the game this long, on one life as an amateur no less, is nothing short of amazing. I might like to keep you here indefinitely for my own battle training. You are a zesty challenger indeed.” However, before Layluna could respond, he vanished. She could sense he was somehow separate from everything that was going on around her, but completely behind everything else that had happened. Having a long history of fighting in bloody battles, Layluna knew she had no choice but to be patient, stay alive and wait for the right opportunity to get some real information. This whole scenario she was currently embroiled in seemed almost manufactured. She had come close to death a hundred times but was inexplicably able to avoid being killed. The monstrosities she had been forced to fight were relentless and innumerable, but she would not rest until she had her loved ones back, and the motherfucker responsible under her blade. There would be a reckoning, but not now. Now she sensed trouble coming her way in the vibrations under her feet. She could smell the enemy coming, but it was strange…almost synthetic to her normally acute feline senses. Having pondered on several occasions that this may be some kind of simulation, she still wasn’t quite ready to test that theory by dying.


      [image: image-placeholder]Spicy cherry scented tobacco smoke hung thickly in the air of Madame Calixte Lafleur’s voodoo lounge, while she labored over preparations for the next day's ritual lunch amidst the backdrop of night. She was dressed in a sleek, fitted pair of black pants with a red short-sleeve half shirt showing off her toned midriff. Her feet were comfortably inside a pair of practical black women's combat boots, and crowning her head was a black and red headscarf that was piled high with her long silky hair full of bones and beads. She puffed an ostentatiously large, curved pipe and spoke quietly to herself. All manner of herbs grew out of planters that lined the windowed greenhouse walls, and a myriad of plants, ranging from the exquisitely beautiful to the thorny and terrifying, grew out of various pots and jardinieres around the enclosed glass garden. As Madame Lafleur fussed over finding the appropriate herbal ingredients spread out across her sprawling wooden table, shadows cast by the flickering light of burning candles danced across her face. A heavy breathing could be heard from behind as Madame Lafleur wondered out loud, “Where is my damn thorn root?…” A huge, coarse, dark and hairy hand suddenly reached past her shoulder with the thorn root in its palm. She pinched it between her index finger and thumb and plucked it from the animalistic hand with a gentle, “Thank you, my sweet.” The huge, imposingly shaggy and shadowy figure receded back into the darkness, but lingered on the periphery in case she required anything else. “I think we’re just about done with preparations; all I require now is the Yasmani Ro.” The voodoo priestess wrapped her right hand around a large candle and turned slowly with it, lighting the nightmarish face of her hairy golem. “Play a song for me, Caine. Play our song…” The hairy mountain of mystery produced a weathered violin out of nowhere and began playing Tchaikovsky like a master. “Now that is sweet…” she hummed.

Madame Lafleur looked peacefully out the many windows of her voodoo lounge as the sun began to creep upward from beneath the horizon, signaling dawn's approach. Thick, dark clouds loitered around in the sky, threatening storms, but the sun seemed determined to keep them at bay. Madame Lafleur struck a match off the wall and puffed her huge pipe back to life, savoring the combination of sweet smoke and somber music. “I don’t know why I’m so good at being bad.” Caine continued to elicit melancholy melodies from his worn violin as Madame Lafleur pondered the what ifs.


      [image: image-placeholder]“Do you really think this plan will work?” Auri asked Mina anxiously inside the Yasmani Ro’s cavernous den.

Shaking her head, Mina replied, “It’s all we have.”

“I dunno; what do you think, Bee?” Auri asked her wife who was solemnly lost in deep thought.

Bee took a moment before looking up; her face a stormy collection of dread and shadow, “I think it’s a terrible idea, but what else we got? We have to hit him before he gets to Madame Lafleur’s plantation. Once he’s there, he has the benefit of Madame Lafleur’s magic; he is one step further from handing over his captives, and the Shadow Elders are one step closer to getting your soul smoke.”

Mina sighed. “Alright, we lock horns with him at the hotel. Are you sure he’s at the Omni Royal Hotel?” Mina asked Bee.

“I’m sure,” Bee reassured her. “Son of a bitch isn’t even trying to hide it; he checked in under his name, which means he’s expecting us to attack. With every motherfucker in the realms hunting you, things could get real messy in a hurry confronting him there; you ready for that?”

“I don’t give a damn if he is expecting us and who might accompany him; and in case you weren’t totally aware, I am prepared to scorch the fucking earth,” Mina proclaimed. “If there are a thousand people between him and me, I will happily reduce them to cinders. Collateral damage means little to me; I really don’t like people that much, anyway.”

“I heard that,” Bee chimed in. “So, we have six hours before the meeting at Madame Lafleur’s, so I suggest we strike right now.”

“Splendid, let’s do it.” Mina was vibrating and ready.

“First things first: go for his mouth,” Bee warned. “We strike simultaneously, and we strike hard. Make damn sure to clap his trap shut; one word out of him and we’ll all be at his mercy.”

“Can do. I love a quiet man,” Auri joked.
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