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      I opened my eyes. Darkness greeted me, wrapping me in her familiar embrace and filling me with her power.

      How long had I slumbered?

      The world should have been ready for my awakening, trembling at the first flutter of my eyelashes. Instead, I awoke to this. I shifted on the stone floor, dry dust beneath my fingers, its taste in my nose and mouth. There was nothing else but the echoes of dim memories.

      Another old friend arrived. Pain. The joints of my prone body tingled with her touch, but I stamped out the sensation like the last embers of a grounded torch.

      How I wished I could quell the shame gnawing at my soul as easily.

      Memories, buried under a mountain of darkness and time, roused themselves as I sat up on the hard floor. Flickers of violence danced in my mind, their stories shrouded and unclear, as I struggled to remember.

      My last memory was of... Him. The Enemy. The battle had been long and brutal, a fight between gods, worthy of legend. I lived and breathed for such battle.

      But I had lost. The Enemy had been too strong. He had defeated me and cast me out, banishing me from my newly formed kingdom. I had difficulty remembering further.

      The details of the Enemy’s victory remained mired in thick confusion. Was this His doing? To protect Himself from my vengeance?

      I growled. Why had the Enemy not simply killed me? Did He leave me alive to dishonor me? To gloat as I walked in the shadow of my shame?

      Hot anger stabbed the backs of my eyes, and I lurched to my feet, fists clenched.

      Something clinked. My dragon scale armor. Its weight grounded me, calming me enough to consider my surroundings further. My eyes pierced the darkness, making out the dreary, dusty gray of the hard floor. I reached for my hip, instinctively searching for my Lustblade, but she was nowhere to be found. I frowned and raised an opened hand.

      “Wrath,” I croaked, my throat as dry as the floor.

      My faithful Wrathspear did not respond to her summons. I touched my head, my chest, my waist, my back. My Viceguard was gone. What had happened to them? Were they dead? Taken prisoner? Or were they biding their time, waiting for my return?

      I moved stealthily to my left, booted feet barely lifting off the ground, body held upright and still to keep my armor from rattling. My hands were empty, open and ready to grasp or clutch or claw. It seemed the Enemy had disarmed me despite leaving me alive. If He thought me less dangerous without a weapon, then He had erred greatly.

      The room was large; my first few steps did not bring me to a wall. I would not be rendered helpless by a little darkness, even alone and weakened. I had other sources of might. Other powers to call upon and wield at my whims.

      I pressed my palms together and rubbed them in a short circle, then flared my right hand, summoning a small gout of flame that burned atop my skin. I frowned. It should have been strong enough to beat back the darkness, to illuminate the entire space. Instead, it flickered meagerly, as if on the verge of dying. It was hardly an apt display of my power, but it would have to be enough.

      I spared a glance for my surroundings, then set to examining myself. Some of the pain had not receded as it should have beneath my furious determination. While my right hand cupped the flame, my left probed my side along the ribs, finding a foreign object impaled there. With a grunt and a twist, I yanked it free.

      It smelled of old blood and looked mundane at first glance, but I could feel a trace of power emanating from it. I rubbed the brown ichor coating it away with my thumb.

      It was a celestial tracker. My lips peeled back into a leery smile. So, my Enemy was keeping watch on me. He would know that I was alive and have a crude indication of my bearings. But not for long. I threw the arrowhead forcefully onto the floor, crushing it beneath the heel of my boot.

      I knew the action was in vain, for my spirit vision had shown me the truth. The tracker had sent a message before I destroyed it. The Enemy would be coming. I did not know when or how, only that we would meet again.

      Why cast me out to seek me out again? Was I some hunter’s plaything? An angry curse formed on my lips.

      I stopped. A faint sound reached my ears from beyond the confines of the dark room. I raced silently to the nearest wall and pressed my back against it, extinguishing my flame to hide beneath a cloak of blackness. The darkness lent me its comfort and strength as I waited for the intruder. I crouched like a coiled spring, my muscles preparing for an explosion of violence.

      With an ominous creak, a tall door opened, allowing dim light to spill into the room around the silhouetted outline of a monstrous beast.
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      I leaned out slightly from the wall to gain a better vantage point. The creature was tall and broad-shouldered. It had the maneless head of a female lion with great golden eyes and shining fangs. As I searched for more details, it must have heard me breathe, for its ears ruffled and its head turned. The cat-like creature pounced without hesitation, its massive jaws opened, fangs and claws flared and yearning to draw my blood.

      The bipedal lion was a terrifying sight to behold, and the crescendo of its roar was deafening. The beast descended upon me, natural lethal weapons aimed at the arteries and veins in my neck. It would have been enough to make the blood of any mortal man freeze in his veins.

      I scoffed. I had faced many monsters in my lifetime, and this was not one. There were cracks in the illusion that my dark eyes could unravel.

      Like a shadow under the waters, I flowed out of the not-a-lion’s path of attack. It swiped and gnashed at thin air while I caught it from behind. I held the creature high so its feet could not reach the ground. It thrashed and screeched like a wounded devil, but my massive strength held it fast. Minutes passed, and its furious energy waned. Beneath my firm grip, the roars became growls, and the growls almost mewls.

      “Pride?” I asked expectantly. There was no answer, but I felt the beast’s muscles tighten beneath my arms. I put her down and pressed my palms together again, producing the same weak flame to aid the dim light coming from the open door. The lioness looked away. I reached out a hand to grasp her chin, and as I touched her, she changed.

      At first, she seemed to shrink and shed. The golden fur covering her body vanished to be replaced by smooth, pale skin. The beast had been a head taller than me. Now, she was looking up at me slightly, and her massive abdomen had thinned to an athletic frame.

      Long blonde hair grew out to caress her slender shoulders and frame her oval face. Her snout sharpened into a small pointed nose, and her ears thinned and elongated, reflecting the distinguishing trait of the elven race.

      The female elf was tall for one of her kind but still slightly shorter than me. Even so, she managed to look down her nose at me. She wore tarnished and battered battle armor, which bore the elegant script of her people. The fangs from her feline mouth had become a pair of matching daggers, one clutched in each hand. She stared at me defiantly, every inch of her the warrior woman, from her sleek armored legs to the small scars at the corner of her left eye. Her blonde hair was loose, messy from the scuffle and transformation.

      My dark eyes met her icy blue ones stare for stare over the flickering flame in my palm until her resolve finally shattered.

      “My lord,” she sobbed, thick tears bursting from those beautiful eyes to roll down her cheeks. She collapsed onto her knees and pressed the daggers against the floor, leaving them there as she covered her face with both hands. “Forgive me, my lord. Please, forgive me. I had to be certain it was you and not some trick of the Enemy. I attacked with all my strength, knowing your true self had no reason to fear me. As soon as you bested me, I knew it had to be you. But I should have known from the start. Forgive me.” Her golden locks spilled over the dusty floor as she wept, peering at me between the cracks in her fingers.

      Pride. The first and wisest of my Viceguard. So they were not gone. At least, not all of them. My heart leaped at the sight of her lovely face, but I remained calm, indifferent to her anguish and apologies. I waited until her tears waned, then gestured impatiently.

      “Get up, Pride. You know I would forgive you anything except outright betrayal. Have I not done as much in the past? Now pick up your weapons and stand like a warrior.”

      She slammed her daggers into their sheaths as she stepped elegantly to her feet, red lips pouting up at me. “I could not have known how you might react, after so much time. I could not have known how you might have changed. Need I ask for your forgiveness again?”

      “By hell’s gates, no. Groveling does not suit you, Pride.” I let a long moment pass before I asked the question burning in the back of my mind. “What of the others?”

      “All gone,” she hung her head. “I could not protect them. I scarcely survived myself. After you were thrown into the portal, the battle quickly turned against us.”

      “But how is it that you are here, while all the others are gone?” I mused, my lip curling slightly. “Do not tell me you turned coward and ran... Pride.”

      “Of course not.” The elf’s cheeks flushed in indignation as she shook her head vehemently, blonde locks swaying. “When you vanished into the portal, I pursued you. I killed six of the Enemy’s soldiers with my daggers to cross the room, then dove into an unknown abyss to lend assistance. Are those the actions of a coward?” She crossed her arms beneath her breasts as she often did when angered.

      “Of course not,” I replied, mimicking her haughty tone. She remembered her place abruptly and cast her eyes downward, looking at the floor beneath us. I passed the flickering flame from my right hand to my left and reached out to touch the soft skin of her cheek. She was beautiful, as were all of my Viceguard. It had been too long... My primal passions pulled at me, but I managed them firmly and retracted my hand. The small smile that had ghosted across the elf’s features at my touch vanished.

      “You would have been proud of us,” Pride said softly, “as I was proud of you. Despite our defeat, we fought well. There is no dishonor in a noble death.”

      “Are you saying we are dead?” I asked, looking around and raising my voice. “That this place is hell? I thought it would be hotter, and filled with better company. No, I do not believe that, Pride. If I had died, I am certain I would know it.”

      She arched a slender eyebrow. “So your memories are hazy as well? I wondered about my own after I first awakened.”

      I frowned. “I fear it is the Enemy’s doing. When did you wake?”

      “Not too long ago. I set out to explore and see what I could learn of our surroundings.”

      “And? What did you learn?” I stroked the coarse stubble on my chin, letting the firelight wash across my face.

      “I believe we may be in some form of subterranean lair,” she said carefully. “There are... lights I cannot explain. The next room is filled with an unusual, soft buzzing. I cannot comprehend it. This world’s form of magic is strange. Shall I lead?” She turned toward the open door.

      “Pride,” I said simply, but with a certain inflection to my tone. She knew it well and responded accordingly. With an arcane shimmer the elf warrior vanished, and in her stead I felt the familiar, comforting weight of a battle helm upon my head. Thus were all of my Viceguard gifted with dual forms, each with its own powers. Pride, my most loyal and steadfast protector, guarded my mind. But that is not all she could do.

      I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, gathering my power to call for my Pridehold. My effort met a sluggish resistance as if I were reciting complex incantations after a day of battle. How long had it been since I had used my abilities? It mattered little. My unstoppable will drove me through the barrier like a dagger piercing cloth, and an instant later the world around me changed.
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      The world around me solidified, and I was no longer in the dusty, dim room where I had awakened. I had moved to another space, another universe entirely. I had entered my Pridehold.

      The chamber took the shape of a large temple, with vaulted ceilings rising at sharp angles toward a lofty roof. Sourceless light emanated through the stained glass windows, which showed detailed depictions of my many triumphs: glorious battles, silent assassinations, bloody conquests, and intimate affairs. Some of the artwork might have turned a surgeon’s stomach, while other pieces could have made a courtesan blush. Still others were classical in style; there were portraits of demurely clothed women and arabesque statues creating an arch over the alley between the hard wooden pews.

      A sense of comfort and belonging washed over me as the smell of incense filled my nostrils. The Pridehold was my safe haven and my everlasting home, my last bastion in a time when all else was lost. Only I could access my Pridehold, and only I could escort a visitor to this otherworldly realm. Over the years it had served many purposes. I had drawn enemies there to best them in duels. I had enticed lovers there to have my way with them in true solitude. I had trained and planned and celebrated within the Pridehold. From it, I would be reborn.

      The glow coming through the windows was the perpetual semi-light of dusk, more than enough for my eyes. I turned and paced swiftly down the aisle between the rows of wooden benches. I could not afford to waste time. Like me, Pride may not have recovered her full strength yet, and lingering here beyond her limit would cause harm.

      My haven was in pristine condition, exactly as I had left it. There was no trace of dust on the hardwood floor or the pews as I passed by.

      The absolute silence of the space swaddled my footsteps as I climbed the raised dais at the front of the temple. I passed the pulpit at the front, running my hand along the coarse black wood of the high desk there. At the back of the dais was a curtained-off area, a space for my eyes alone. Well, mine and Pride’s, for we moved as one within the Pridehold. The heavy helmet still rested comfortably on my pate, completing my suit of armor. I pulled back the thick shade and slipped behind it.

      An altar stood against the wall, long, low, and sturdy. It was constructed of stone and wood with metal bolts and fasteners, all sculpted to look smooth and elegant despite the weight and girth of the object. Arcane symbols, symbols of power, decorated its surface. A line of lavender candles stood sentinel around the outskirts of the tabletop, and surrounding the sphere at the center burned five colored sinflames. The innocent green of Envy flickered like an emerald beacon. The heady red of Lust danced seductively. The crackling black of Wrath slithered sinuous tongues of flame. The slow blue of Sloth appeared nearly frozen, and the sickly yellow of Gluttony leaped as though ready to consume anything that tread too closely.

      Their presence could mean only one thing. They were dead, defeated by the Enemy in battle. At least they were not held prisoner, to be turned against me. I had trained them well, though as it turned out, not well enough.

      I removed my helm and looked at Pride in her secondary form, seeing the violet sinflame burning deep within her. I glanced around to confirm that the shining golden flame of Greed was missing. That was most peculiar. Pride had reported that the others had all fallen. But then, Pride had passed through the same portal as me. Her memories would be obscured by the same fog that hid mine.

      I replaced my treasured helmet and swept out of the curtained-off area, the incense-scented air swirling in gusts around my armored form. I scanned the Pridehold once again. It held many secrets, many resources that were always at my disposal.

      I stepped off the dais and moved to a corner of the room where a wall hanging showed a picture of a knight in full armor. Beneath the velvet hanging stood a weapon rack bristling with blades of all lengths and shapes.

      My lower lip curled into a disdainful sneer. Such instruments were purely decorative for me, the trophies of fallen foes. I wielded such weapons as my own hands and feet, the unstoppable Lustblade and the fiery Wrathspear. I had always looked down on the lowly creatures that carried steel in order to protect themselves.

      Pride’s voice spoke inside my mind. Perhaps it would be wise to wield some of the mortal instruments, for a while at least. Until you regain your full strength and your Viceguard.

      “I may not have the others or all of my powers,” I responded aloud, “but I do still have my Pride.” I turned away from the weapon rack and looped around the dais, heading back toward the center of the room.

      Please.

      The single, soft word halted me in my tracks. It was unlike Pride to ask willingly for anything, especially in such a submissive way. I paused, then turned and paced back to the weapon rack. I moved alongside it, dragging a calloused hand along the wooden frame supporting the blades. My eyes flicked from dagger to sword to falchion to kukri.

      “You may not be wrong,” I said to Pride. “I cannot recall the last time I hefted a mortal weapon.”

      The balance and weight will be familiar to you, she promised, the sound of her voice in my mind eager. Pick one up and give it a try. It will remind you of your prowess.

      I hefted a simple, straight dagger, examining my reflection in its polished, sectional blade. It was a simple killing tool, designed to be held like an ice pick and driven through armor, or gripped like a hammer and dragged across an enemy’s throat. It was sleek and efficient but not at all my style. I replaced it on the rack and picked up a massive two-handed broadsword.

      I wielded the heavy blade effortlessly in one hand, whipping it around as though it were a rapier. I drew patterns in the air with its tip as my feet carried me backward and sideways, around in a tight circle, evading the attacks of imaginary enemies as I clove through their armor to carve out their guts.

      The movement felt good, appropriate. It brought something back, something that I had forgotten during the time I was asleep. My blood pumped, my heart raced, my adrenaline spiked, and soon the thinnest sheen of sweat lined my neck. I returned to the weapon rack in a flurry of short steps and slammed the broadsword back into its home.

      You still fight like death carried on a swift breeze, Pride said in my mind, and that broadsword likes you well.

      “Perhaps,” I chuckled, rolling my muscular shoulders to keep them loose. “But it is a tad bulky. Such a showy display too often serves as a crutch for the weak.” There was still a matter of taste and style. I picked up another dagger, this one far different from the first. It had a purple amethyst inset in the pommel, and the blade was made of folded steel, viciously curved with a trio of tearing hooks along the back to open messy wounds on the pullback from any stab. I cradled the elegant weapon in both my hands and examined its polished surface. It was perfectly forged, perfectly hammered, perfectly balanced. I found a matching leather sheath on the back of the stand and strapped it and the dagger to my belt. The weight felt familiar, comforting, like an old friend’s hand resting on my shoulder.

      I picked up a bastard sword next, a smaller cousin of the two-handed broadsword. The hand-and-a-half sword had been among my favored weapons. Any strong man could wield it one-handed, meaning I could flick it around like a switch, but it had space enough on the hilt for a two-handed power stroke. Its blade was long and broad, but not quite so awkwardly cumbersome as the greatsword.

      Yes, Pride whispered, that one.

      I spun and thrust the point outward, freezing with my arms extended. I stared along the flat of the blade to check it for faults or defects. There were none. At some point, Pride or I had collected the weapon and placed it in the Pridehold. We did not do such things without thought and reason. I found the sword’s scabbard and strapped it to my left hip opposite the dagger, then slid the shining blade home.

      My belt felt balanced, and I felt stronger somehow, sturdier. A flicker of shame caused my cheeks to heat up, and I turned away from the weapon rack brusquely. I did not wish to be in this position, wielding mortal weapons out of necessity. The world should see me as the all-powerful dark lord I had been, but my Pride knew the truth. She had seen me fall to the Enemy.

      My entire body and being burned for a long moment as if I were caught up in the tormenting fires of hell itself. I would never live down the disgrace of that defeat, not until I met the Enemy again and avenged myself. He would curse his decision to leave me alive. He would face a fate far worse than any simple damnation. I would make sure of it. He would suffer first at my hands, and then at Pride’s, and then under the wares of the best torturers this new world had to offer. I would break Him with years of torment, destroying anything and everything he held dear. Only then, observing the depths of His despair and agony, would I grant the Enemy a final merciful breath.

      Fists clenched, I marched toward the center of the room, but something caught the corner of my eye. I turned toward the wall, realizing that behind a canvas painting of a bloody battlefield there was an unfamiliar door.

      I froze. Only I could open the gates of my Pridehold. Where could this door have come from? Who could have placed it there? I lifted the painting down and leaned its frame against a long chesterfield, examining the doorway more thoroughly.

      The door bore the seal of a serpent swallowing its own tail, creating a unified circle with a number of potential meanings. There were other runic symbols I did not recognize arranged in patterns across the portal, and I reached out to feel them. Although they appeared to be etched into the door’s surface, they were perfectly smooth to the touch.

      I frowned, running my hands over the symbols again and again. I needed to know what they meant, needed to spend hours and days puzzling it out if necessary. But I did not have hours and days. I had perhaps minutes before I would have to return to the new world.

      I stepped back and stared at the door for another moment, fixing its image in my mind. I studied the door until I was confident I could reproduce the symbols from memory. Then, I turned away and cast a last, longing glance at the stained glass windows.

      My view of the Pridehold shimmered and vanished.
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      My vision solidified, and I found myself back in the musky underground chamber. My helm disappeared, and Pride’s slender form reappeared at my side. She pawed at her daggers and paced restlessly, as she was often given to agitation after spending time in her secondary form.

      “What did you find in the chamber beyond?” I asked, nodding to the open door through which dim light still spilled.

      “Nothing, save the strange torch that hangs from the ceiling and some old wooden furniture. The light is remarkably cool and consistent, and it does not crackle or pop like any fire I know. It only hums, like a bee buzzing in the distance.” She tossed her blonde hair back over her shoulder and stared at the open doorway like a racehorse watching the starter gate.

      “After you, then,” I smiled, gesturing with an open palm. She placed her hands on her hips, a hair’s breadth from the hilts of those lethal daggers, and strode through the opening. I followed swiftly, turning right as she turned left, delving into the darkened corner of the room and searching for movement. We circled the space in opposite directions and met against the far wall, with as much distance between us and the yellow light as possible.

      “I saw no one and no doors,” Pride reported, sheathing her blades in disappointment. It seemed her body missed the battle as much as mine.

      “Neither did I,” I replied. “This place is empty, a dead end. We were drawn like moths to the source of the light. Let us return to the first chamber and—“

      “Shh.” Pride’s hand landed delicately on my shoulder in an intimate gesture. I fell silent. “Listen,” she whispered.

      My right hand went to the hilt of my dagger. I listened for footsteps, breathing, heartbeats, or anything to betray the presence of an assailant. Instead I heard... water. It was distant, so faint I could barely hear it with my heightened senses, but there was running water gurgling beyond the earthen wall.

      “We can dig through this with ease,” Pride hissed, drawing her blades again and stabbing a single point in the wall to scoop out a section of dirt, and stabbing again. “We can follow the river until it rises above ground.”

      I nodded as I paced around behind her. I waited until her efforts had created a sizable breach in the wall, then touched her in the same way she had touched me. “Stand aside.”

      She did so. I spun and delivered a thunderous kick to the damaged barrier. It was the kind of kick that could have cracked a man’s sternum. I vented all of my frustration with my current situation and my ire toward the enemy into that single technique. The sole of my boot slammed into the dirt.

      Fwwwooomphh. A section of the wall collapsed outward, but the dirt above came loose and began to collapse as well. “With me!” I cried to Pride, seizing her arm and diving through the gap as it filled back in.

      We climbed to our feet atop a walkway made of a strange smooth stone I had never seen before. We brushed dirt from our bodies and took stock of our surroundings.

      A slender river smelling of shit and piss snaked alongside the walkway, which was illuminated every dozen or so yards by more of the remarkable yellow torches ensconced behind dirty glass covers.

      “Which way?” Pride asked, the hesitation clear in her tone.

      “Let us follow the flow of the river,” I replied confidently. Whether it was the correct direction or not, it would lead us somewhere, keeping our feet moving and our minds clear.

      We moved stealthily along the walkway, our feet barely sounding on the smooth stone floor. Again I found myself drawn toward the brightest source of light, this one purer and whiter, almost certainly daylight.

      It shone down through a narrow shaft, a few mere dots of sunlight that lit up the gloomy aqueduct. A ladder reached up into the shaft, constructed of sturdy iron bolted to the immovable wall.

      “I will go first this time.” I grabbed hold of the ladder’s lower rungs before Pride could argue. As we climbed, I felt a strange vibration and heard a distinct hum, not dissimilar from the sound emanating from the torches, but much deeper and stronger. I reached the heavy metal cover at the top of the ladder, through which two pinpricks of daylight shone. “Prepare yourself,” I said quietly, glancing down. Pride could not respond, for she had the hilt of one of her daggers clenched in her teeth. I took a deep breath, flexing the muscles in my back and legs, then threw the cover upward and exploded into daylight.

      At first the brilliance blinded me. A moment later, harsh sounds deafened me, as if thunder were chasing lightning. A blare of a mighty horn sounded on my left, and I spun toward it, crouching in a low fighting stance as I shielded my eyes with one hand. I could make out the shape of a horseless wagon or iron chariot careening toward me, blaring a similar battle cry to the last.

      “Death and destruction!” I roared in response and leaped to meet the chariot. My sight adjusted, and I could see the fear in the eyes of the rider within. He had intended to run me down without challenge. He had not expected me to race straight toward him. Would he have the courage to face me from behind the flimsy sheet of glass separating us?

      No.

      The chariot swerved at the last second. I swung my fist, clipping it and knocking off one of the looking glasses adorning its sides.

      “Pride, do not follow me!” I called. “The foes here are too numerous.” Only then as I spun around did I realize that my Viceguard had already joined me in the sunlight. We stood back to back instinctively, ready to take on the attackers who converged from all sides.

      They were all cowards. The chariots swerved aside when they saw us brandish our weapons, and the infantry near the tall buildings froze in terror or ran away with shrill screams.

      “What manner of warriors does this world employ?” I hissed to Pride over the careening of the enemy’s sonic assault. “Do they think to fell us with a few loud noises? I will slay them all.” I could feel the familiar bloodlust rising within me. How long had it been since I last watched the mist of death roll over a victim’s eyes? Too long by far.

      “Perhaps we should flee rather than stand and fight,” my Viceguard suggested. “We know nothing of this world. What we see may be a mere distraction, a scouting party in advance of the main forces. We should be prudent and learn more before leaping to battle.”

      I frowned, flexing my fingers in and out of fists. I wanted to break necks and shed buckets of blood. But there was wisdom in her words.

      “Veil us,” I breathed as I led the way toward the nearest building. My elf queen’s response was immediate. As her glamor settled around us, our appearances to the others shifted to that of two ordinary people, garbed for their world, rather than two godlike strangers in battle armor wielding weapons. Thus was the power of her False Pride charm.

      More people stood by, shouting as we neared the building, and another chariot swerved away from us in a brazen display of cowardice. It careened into another vehicle, creating a debacle into which a third crashed, and then a fourth. Before long, most of the open road was blocked, and angry riders climbed out of their chariots. What witchcraft propelled these chariots at such speeds so inelegantly?

      “We should depart from here,” Pride whispered at my side. “Even with the illusion in place, people are still staring.”

      “Let them look,” I said. “I wish to witness what transpires here.”

      “At least come away from the open. Here, let us take a defensible position.” She led me to the dead end of an alleyway between two massive blockish buildings and crouched in the shadows. I leaned casually against the wall and watched the ongoing clamor.

      A new metal chariot showed up, this one painted black and white with a colored torch flashing and an eerie horn wailing.

      “Those must be the guards of this world,” Pride hissed. “Let us leave this place! We are almost certainly violating some law or rule of the land.”

      “What, you fear a measly watchman or two?” I scoffed. “What will they do? Rouse these cowardly folk to turn against us?” I could scarcely believe the lack of backbone in the people surrounding me. Even with my great strength, if they had all brought their might and their iron chariots to bear, Pride and I might have been crushed. But instead they fled like minnows from a shark. They required a stern hand to guide them. They required a ruler.

      A blue-uniformed man climbed out of the black and white vehicle and approached the people at the cluster of unmoving chariots, speaking to them in a loud voice. They responded in even louder tones, shouting and waving, then pointing, first at the uncovered shaft in the middle of the road and next at the alley where Pride and I lingered. The watchman in blue nodded, making placating gestures at them, before approaching us. He kept his hands upraised. His voice was calm and clear. I had never heard the language before, but that did not matter. It was as familiar to me as my mother tongue, as were all sentient languages.

      “Sir?” he asked. “Ma’am? I need to ask you both to step out into the open, please. Are you alright? Have you taken anything today? You’re not in trouble, I just want to make sure everyone stays safe. If I know what you took, I can make sure that both of you get to go home at the end of the day. Is that what you’d like?”

      “We must go,” Pride hissed, and I silently agreed. We stepped out of the alley and moved swiftly away from the guardsman.

      “Hey!” he shouted. I glanced back and saw him draw a short, stubby weapon, pointing it at us as if it were a crossbow. “Stop, or I’ll be forced to shoot!”

      Pride kept running. I stopped. I turned. I charged.

      I saw the same look of terror in the watchman’s eyes as I had seen in the other charioteers. None of them had any courage, not even their guards. His hands twitched, and his weapon discharged with a small explosion. I blinked as I felt a sudden impact against my chestplate. It was not strong enough to stop me in place, but it was not a childish blow, either. The guard attacked again and again. The tiny projectiles glanced harmlessly off my armor. I continued my advance, and the last shot before the weapon ceased working grazed my cheek.

      It did nothing. I smiled. So the weapons of this world were as weak as its people’s wills.

      My relentless forward path brought me face to face with the man in blue. His eyes bulged in fear and disbelief, for to his eyes, I was as mundane as he. I reached out with my left hand and clutched the barrel of his weapon, crumpling it with the strength of my grip. My right hand followed my left, and I broke his arm at the elbow, cherishing the cry of agony that ripped from his throat. He found his will to live, then. He turned and tried to run, the broken arm flapping at his side like a baby bird’s wing.

      I broke his neck as easily as snapping a twig, letting the body drop carelessly by the side of the road.

      “My lord!” Pride hissed urgently from the nearest corner. “Listen!” In the distance I heard the familiar sound of the guardsmen’s chariots.

      More. I licked my lips and flexed my hands.

      “They bear the heraldry of the one you slew,” she cried. “I warned you that what we saw was not the main force of their warriors!”

      “Good,” I growled. “Let them come. I feel a powerful thirst, and only red water will quench it.”

      “This is not the time to prove your worth in pointless battle,” she stormed, striding back to me and grabbing my elbow. “We should leave now, before the entirety of this kingdom’s guard crashes down upon us. Rest assured, they will pursue us. We can make ready.”

      I felt the fire within me dampen slightly. She spoke true, prudent words, as always. I gave one last, longing look to the corpse in the gutter, but I knew there would be others... and a wise warrior chose the field of his battles.

      “Let us go, then,” I said, and we raced around the corner and into a new alley. This one was not a dead end, and we followed its shadowy twists and turns until we could no longer hear the wailing chariots.
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      Under my order, Pride altered the illusion, so that we appeared as two different citizens of the strange world. At first we clung to the shadows, never venturing far from their familiarity and protection. But as we realized that the illusions were working, we moved out into the light and open areas. We explored all that the vast city had to offer, confused and amazed by the vast blockish buildings and intertwining streets full of speedy chariots and wagons.

      On one corner, we witnessed a single building which sprawled almost as far as the eye could see. It was surrounded by a sea of unmoving chariots, with people flowing in and out of the building as surely as the tide waxes and wanes. There were large pictures or seeing glasses, some of them moving, displaying the many wares for sale in the massive marketplace.

      As we navigated the streets, we learned to interpret the strange changing symbols that controlled the flow of chariots and those afoot. By the illuminated symbol of a red hand we paused on a corner, and beneath the brilliance of a green man-shaped sign we hustled to the far side of the road.

      Everywhere we went, two observations confronted me: these humans wielded a marvelous form of magic, but it had made them weak. No one sought us out or opposed us, and no one displayed the kind of power that could come close to rivaling ours in combat.

      “This world is not prepared for the weight of the upcoming battle,” I confided in Pride as we moved among a bevy of covered food vendors. The delicious smells only reminded me that Pride and I did not require sustenance in the way of mortals. But we could still be tempted by the succulent aromas of this world’s victuals. For what use was a life without pleasure? “We must find a way to gather our strength and prepare. My memory may be uncertain, but I know in my heart that the Enemy is coming.”

      My Viceguard nodded. “I have the same feeling,” she told me. “An unease between my shoulder blades that will not settle. But where will we find warriors to fill out our forces in such a supple world?”

      “Perhaps they will find us,” I suggested, with more than hope behind the words. I could not attribute all of my present unease to the Enemy’s impending approach. There was something else afoot among the people of this new world.

      We maintained our mobility as night fell, finding a path away from the busier streets with their bright lights and gawking common folk. Beneath the cover of dark our pace quickened, but still I felt the unease of pursuit. Someone was following us. And then I smelled blood.

      It was faint at first, but I turned toward it as surely as a water seeker would follow a divining rod. My strides lengthened to such an extent that Pride had to run to keep up.

      “We should be prudent,” she whispered, but I shook my head. The smell grew stronger, acrid, metallic, and wonderfully vital. I wanted to watch it spill, watch it flow out from a fresh wound like a crimson river and steam upon the night-cooled ground. “Let us at least forge a plan!” Pride urged. “We do not know the powers of those who pursue us!”

      “Very well,” I relented, slowing my pace at last. I scanned far ahead with my keen vision, focusing to peer into the dark shadows. There was a partially constructed building ahead, which appeared to be the source of the nearly overpowering scent of blood. “You follow me at a distance and veil yourself as well as you can. I will continue along as now, presenting myself as an easy target. They will think me an ordinary man and come to me. I will kill any that are too close. Take a prisoner from those who flee.”

      “Yes, my lord,” Pride said, slowing her pace to fall back and vanish behind a thicker illusion. I marched onward, my blood roused, and my hands formed into claws that were equally ready to rend bone or bare steel.

      The scent of blood grew stronger, becoming intoxicating as I drew level with the partially constructed building. An odd, unfamiliar material billowed in the wind as a loose canvas sail would, covering the entrance to a narrow alleyway. I paused and looked around. The street was abandoned, the torches that illuminated it flickering at odd intervals. I was alone. And then I was not.

      An attractive woman appeared from behind the billowing sheet, entering a yellow circle of light cast from above.

      “Hey big man,” she called to me. “Wanna come make my night?” I glanced toward her. She had messy brown hair and skittish red eyes, but there was a confidence and familiarity to her posture. She had done this many times before, and it had never failed. Her slender body was certainly appealing enough. I watched as she lifted the front hem of her skirt, slowly, unveiling the tops of her legs and then a hairless sex that sparkled with moisture. “Come with me,” she called as she smoothed her clothing down and wandered back behind the billowing sheet.

      I felt a renewed thirst—for blood, yes, but also for flesh. There was more than one way to enjoy a living soul, and it did not always end with death. Necessarily.

      The bait was laid, the trap clear... and I strode directly into its pincers.

      Steam from a pair of exhaust pipes swirled around the alley, obscuring my vision, but I could hear the woman just ahead, still moving forward. “Keep coming,” she laughed in a singsong voice. “You’re almost there...” She had stopped. She was waiting.

      I stepped out of the steam, and she leaped toward me with speed unlike anything else I had seen on this pitiful world. For a moment, she caught me off guard. She grasped my shoulders and slammed me up against a solid brick wall, hard enough that a cloud of grit dust rose around us. It would have stunned or even knocked an ordinary man unconscious. She clearly expected a clean victory. Suddenly, she bared a pair of incisor fangs previously unseen and attempted to bite into my throat.

      Crr-aack!

      The first fang to meet my skin snapped in half beneath the impact. She yelped and yowled, scrambling away from me and clutching at her mouth. I laughed, running a finger along my neck.

      “Really?” I said as I advanced on her. She scuttled away from me, scooting on her bottom and hands and feet. “Was that really your best effort?” I asked, impatience in my tone. “Your people are pathetically weak—“ The sound of fast approaching footsteps cut me off.

      Another woman, equally inhuman as the first, rounded the corner at a dead run. Her red eyes locked onto me, glowing in the night like a cat’s. As she raced toward me, she reached inside her jacket for a weapon.

      I snorted and stepped away from the fallen creature with the broken tooth. One. I threw a casual straight kick that struck the charging female’s chest lightly, stopping her in her tracks. Two. I pivoted and swung my other leg around like the arm of a trebuchet. Three. The heel of my boot struck the top of the creature’s head, caving in her skull as easily as breaking a dainty goblet.

      “No, Carissa!” the woman behind me cried in shock and remorse. I heard movement and felt her weight descend upon me as she leaped onto my back. Her arms laced around my neck in a tight stranglehold. She was swift and strong, even trained, but not nearly well enough.

      I stripped one of her hands away with both of mine and bent forward to shake her off effortlessly. She landed in a pile in front of me, and I delivered a light kick to her bottom, laughing again as she scrambled to her feet. She was accustomed to her strength and speed giving her an advantage over weaker prey. She did not know what to do.

      Fear entered her eyes and crippled her posture, the same as it had done to every other mortal I had met in this place. She tried to flee past me, but I stepped with her, leering into her pretty face. She turned to race away, but I grabbed her shoulder-length brunette locks and slammed her body against the wall. She crumpled slowly to the ground, looking up at me through stunned eyes.

      “What are you?” she gasped through obvious pain.

      “A nightmare this world can only hope to withstand,” I whispered back. I crouched beside her and took her face in my hands, gently at first, but then my fingers found their way around that sweet little neck. I squeezed almost lovingly, not enough to rob her of consciousness, just enough to cause anguish and fear, to give me absolute control. Finally, I tired of her choked sputtering and released her. She collapsed to her knees again, sobbing.

      I waited until she looked up, cheeks streaked by black tears. She gulped but stopped whining. “Are you going to kill me?” she asked.

      I smiled and grabbed her hair again, pulling her to her feet and up onto her tiptoes so that our faces were almost touching.

      “No,” I said, and a small amount of the tension behind her eyes evaporated. “But I do want something from you.”

      She bit her lip and nodded, both hands reaching for the hem of her skirt again.

      “Not that,” I laughed. “At least, not now. I want you to take me to the strongest one of your kind. The one who is so powerful, you would never dare to challenge him. Take me to this creature, and I may spare your life.”

      The air behind her flickered. Pride stepped forth from her illusion.

      “Is it wise to dash off into the lion’s den?” she warned, pacing around me and the pale fanged woman. “What do you know of this human or her world? It could be another trap, or a more dangerous situation still. We should lurk awhile and learn more before we commit to a hunt.”

      I shook my head, flexing my shoulders. The battle with the cowed woman had been just enough to rouse my appetite for violence. I had seen the look of familiarity in her eyes when I mentioned the strongest of her kind—she knew who I sought, and where to find him.

      “My lord,” Pride said. “My body craves violence and more as well, but we must—“

      “What is your name?” I asked the pale woman.

      “Alia,” she said, giving a cheeky wink to Pride. “I suppose I should know better than to ask yours, my lord. Oh, and I’m not a human. Not anymore. I’m a fucking vampire.” There was something odd in her inflection, so I slapped her across the face hard enough to leave a palm print. She gasped and reeled, but my strike did not wipe the smile away. Yes, she was most certainly different from the others we had encountered.

      “There,” I said. “Now we know something of this woman, at least. We can trust her to save her own life, so she will lead us where we wish. Come along, Pride. The night is still young.” I tangled a hand in Alia’s hair and shoved her out in front of me. “Lead,” I growled, “and if anything suspicious happens, you will be the first to die.”
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      The site of the partially constructed building had been close to the outskirts of the city, but Alia led us back into its heart. She followed the twisting, turning side streets and back alleys, always knowing exactly which turn to take. It was as though she had already spent a lifetime wandering the busy municipality. Her pace increased as we entered a picaresque neighborhood where the buildings looming against the night sky were more artistic and less blockish.

      “There,” Alia said, pausing behind a large iron chariot and peering around its flank. “The big one in the middle of the block. It used to be a theater or something like that. Now it’s the vampire base of operations in this city.”

      The building resembled a cathedral to me, a temple of sorts, with its vaulted ceilings and high-rising spire. It almost reminded me of a larger version of the Pridehold. “I wonder what deity is worshiped here,” I mused.

      “Humans worship false gods,” Alia spat. “The place is powerless, except for the vampires that occupy it.” She gazed over her shoulder at the cathedral, then looked back at Pride and me. “So, what are you anyways... aliens? You’re so fucking strong.”

      Pride and I shared a glance, but neither of us answered the question. Aliens. I understood the word. I supposed we were aliens on this world, but there was no reason to share that and unify the indigenous people against us.

      “How do we enter?” I asked. “Surely even your pathetic comrades have the sense to post guards?”

      “Yes, we do,” Alia said flatly, “but there are a bunch of ways in, and we don’t guard most of the basement ones. Some are boarded up, but I know one is open because I use it to slip in and out sometimes when I need... a more lively snack.” She licked her lips, looking from Pride to me. She had not fed when she expected to. She had to have been hungry, and I wondered if I might use that fact to my advantage.

      We gained access to the cathedral through a wooden door that creaked open on rusted hinges. The building’s cellar smelled of dust and old blood, reminding me of the darker corners of my mind. I took a liking to the place. The archaic architecture favored me, as did the neighborhood and the level of upkeep. Only its leadership needed a change.

      We moved through the dusty initial chamber into a cleaner large room with more humming yellow lights. I sensed the threat before I saw it and glanced around rapidly, seeing Pride do the same.

      “I count six of them,” she muttered.

      “And I as well,” I confirmed.

      The half dozen vampire guards were spread around the room. Some lounged on padded chairs and chesterfields, while one pair stood sentinel opposite the far doorway, which was our destination. We approached halfway before they halted Alia with their words.

      “Where’s Carissa? And who the fuck are these, and why would you bring them here?”

      The vampire who spoke was a slender male of middling height. He had a strangely pointed flower-like tattoo beneath his left eye and dark hair that was nearly long enough to obscure it. Like Alia and most of the others, he wore dark clothing of a fabric unfamiliar to me.

      “These are...” the brunette vampire stumbled over her words. “A gift for the king. Trust me, they are a fucking out-of-this-world delicacy, and I’m sure he’ll want a sample.”

      “Oh really?” The male vampire swaggered forward, flipping his hair out of his eyes and staring up at me. “Maybe I’ll take a quick taste then, just to make sure they’re up to the master’s standards.”

      “They’re for him, not you,” Alia hissed, but the guard from the other side of the door came forward as well, approaching Pride aggressively.

      I stepped between the two of them, and the creature’s dark eyes widened in surprise at my impudence. He reached out to grasp my shoulders, just as Alia had, but I moved far faster. I struck him with the flat of my palm on the point of his nose. Cartilage and bone alike cracked beneath the impact. He recoiled as blood fountained from the damaged area, but I stepped forward and threw a two-punch combination. On a lark, I decided to pour all of my strength behind the strikes.

      The first blow was a murderous straight right that stabbed into the vampire’s solar plexus, doubling him over. But before he could hit the floor, the second punch—a vicious uppercut—caught him below the chin. His head snapped back with an audible crack and he fell, lying still, his neck clearly broken.

      His death was swift, but not silent. As he slumped to the floor, another half dozen vampires filtered into the room through the double doors leading to the main floor.

      “Pride, the time for trickery is long past,” I said. “Let us show them who they are truly contending with.”

      She dropped the illusion in a shimmer of altered light, and I drew my sword and dagger. She brought her knives out of their sheaths, a wary cougar baring her fangs. Once again we stood back to back, our armor and weaponry shining in the dim white light, surrounded by enemy forces.

      “Get them!” roared another guard as he looked up from his friend’s fallen form. The vampires converged on us, but we beat them back with ease.

      My sword nearly split the skull of the first vampire to charge, and I met the second with a kick that struck her in the center of the throat, crushing her windpipe and leaving her retching on the ground. At my back, I heard Pride’s daggers doing their deadly work. They carved in and out of the seething mob, twin needles weaving the strands of their fate. Alia stood back and watched in dismay, appearing confused about which side to take.

      Three more enemies had fallen to open wounds when the assault suddenly halted. The remaining vampires pulled back. Pride and I found ourselves alone in the middle of the room again, our bloody weapons upraised.

      “What is the meaning of this carnage?” demanded a low, melodious voice. It flowed in through the open double doors. “Who are these strangers you have allowed into our domain, my children?”

      A new creature entered the basement on long striding legs, his pale face appearing confident and unconcerned. My lip curled. This fool must have been the king of the vampires. My eyes met with Alia’s across the room and she nodded.

      “This is him,” she said softly but loud enough for me to hear. “He is the strongest one of us.”

      “What was that? Speak up, little moth!” The king laughed, striding past Alia and making for me and Pride. “Why are you here? Speak now, or I’ll have your tongues cut out for my amusement.”

      I shared a long, silent look with Pride, then nodded to the self-styled king. “Are you the ruler of this world?” I asked simply.

      He seemed taken aback by the question. His swagger faltered, but in front of his underlings, he could scarcely afford to ignore my words.

      “Of course I rule over this world,” he said dismissively, “but—“

      “Good.” I sheathed my weapons, flexed my shoulders and looked him straight in the eye. “Swear fealty to me now, or die.”

      “What?” The so-called king’s mouth opened in confusion. It would take time for him to become habituated to the new paradigm of power, if indeed he lived to witness it.

      “I am here to claim this world as my own,” I explained. “Your rule is clearly inadequate. Why else would your seat of power be such a dilapidated, forgotten building? Beneath my rule, the people of this world will learn proper respect. And fear.”

      “Alia, who is this crazy man?” the vampire king demanded, rounding on his underling.

      “Don’t speak to her,” I growled, stepping forward. “You have been challenged. Do you intend to answer it, or cower away like a wounded rodent?”

      The king turned and charged, as predictable as a bull in a death match. I spun aside as gracefully as any matador and kicked his legs out from under him. As he tried to scramble to his feet, I caught him in a headlock and held him there easily, displaying his weakness to his followers.

      “You see the might of your king?” I roared at them, cherishing the fear and confusion on their faces. With a few swift techniques I had turned their worlds upside down. “This is the one you have placed on a pedestal above you. The one you have worshiped like a god. The one who—“ I cut off as I felt the vampire king bite my wrist.

      I looked down, surprised. His fangs had been strong enough to pierce my thick skin. It was a pointless wound, though. Then, I witnessed him suckling away at it, swallowing my life force.

      A loud, mirthless laugh echoed from my throat, and I tightened my grip as I felt the king weaken. Had he thought that supping such a powerful being’s blood would make him stronger? I was no weak prey. A drop of my blood could fell an ox, for venom flowed in my veins.

      I drew my dagger. With my blood in his guts, the vampire was as good as dead, but it would be better to make the death decisive and on my terms.

      “My lord.” Pride stepped forward. “If we let him live, do you believe we could forge an agreement? He could be useful in controlling his underlings. Or is it best to kill him now?”

      “What?” The king panted, his eyes bulging from the poison and my grip. “Kill me? No, we can come to terms. Please...”

      I locked my arm around the pale king’s neck, my dagger’s point poised in front of an eye.

      “Don’t, don’t!” he shrieked. “I’ll give you anything you want. Anything!”

      Around me, more of the creatures hissed and howled in helpless fury as they tended to their wounded. And these were the gods of this realm? I laughed.

      “Anything? Good. Give me your death.”

      Red eyes darted wildly from side to side. “You’d break the ancient oaths? Are you insane?”

      I did not know what he was talking about, and I did not care. I shrugged. “I am not bound by your oaths.”

      “But why? You’ll bring war.”

      My eyes gleamed at the thought. “Even better.”

      “Who are you?”

      I whispered into his scentless, white ear. “I am the Firstborn, the Starwalker, the Lightbringer, the New Dawn. Today, I am your conqueror. Tomorrow, I am Salvation.”

      I plunged the dagger into one eye socket, and then the other. A cold purple ichor oozed out of each opening and down his body. I threw the corpse to the ground in front of me, sneering.

      The creatures of the night huddled in fear, some keening, others baring their fangs. Dozens of glowing red eyes watched me.

      “Your king is dead!” I roared. “Go, go! Tell everyone! I am Cain, the King of Sin.”

      They fled, as I knew they would. Soon, their world would know me.
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      I waited until the echoes of the fleeing vampires’ footsteps had faded up the stairwell, then smirked at Pride. And she had been concerned about my brash tactics.

      “Well?” I said to the half dozen or so vampires that lingered. Alia was among them. “What are you still doing here? I like the style of this building, and it is the site of my first victory on this world. I will claim it as my home.” I clapped my hands. “Are you as slow-witted as you are weak? Begone, this place is no longer yours!” A couple more of them wandered out, but a handful still remained. “Pride,” I said gently. “In a few moments, I want you to start stabbing anyone in this room that is not me. Understood?”

      “Yes, my lord.” My Viceguard drew her daggers and stood ready.

      That got them moving, all except the brunette Alia, with her pale cheeks, crimson lips, feral red eyes. She did not look quite so frightened or confused as the others—shocked, certainly, but that hunger I enjoyed so much still lingered in her gaze. For a moment she watched me and Pride, as if making sure that my threat had been idle. She wandered over to the vampire king’s corpse and looked down at it. Would she mourn? No, she would not. She gave the body a soft kick in the ribs and turned away indifferently.

      “Old fucker,” she muttered. “Should have known he’d end up like this. He was always way too full of himself.”

      “You may end up the same way if you do not leave soon,” I said lazily, but there was no real threat behind the words. Certainly, the cathedral housed many a rat. What was one more pale rodent scuttling about the architecture? At least this one had a pleasing appearance.

      “This is the only home I have,” she said bitterly. “For better or for worse, I’m staying.”

      I licked my lips, studying her, then shrugged. “Pride,” I said. “With me.”

      Beyond the double doors we found a wide, neatly swept staircase leading up to the cathedral’s main floor. More of this world’s wondrous yellow lights illuminated a single doorway on the left of the whitewashed hall. I was about to ignore it to climb the stairs when I sensed movement behind the door and the soft banging of metal on metal.

      “Some trick of the vampires?” Pride asked as I advanced on the door.

      “My dear Pride. Not everything must be a trap,” I chuckled. I leaned against the wall next to the door and shoved it open, allowing the bright light from the hall to wash into the room.

      A row of large cages, seemingly designed for animals, stood against the far wall of the large room. It contained some sort of vast apparatus that I did not recognize, but I ignored the building’s bowels and focused on the contents of the cages.

      There were dozens of humans there. Every single cage was occupied, some of them with two or even three smaller people. Most of them wore little or no clothing, and all had seeping wounds on their necks, arms, and legs where the vampires had drunk from them.

      “Pitiful,” I spat, my mouth twisting in distaste. “This is not a conquered people. This is a wasted people. What good are they like this? Who can they serve or worship when they cannot even stand?” I shook my head.

      Pride came into the room to stand at my side. Her face’s expression shadowed my own, and she tossed her blonde mane, clearly agitated at the sight.

      “This world has need of you, my lord,” she said. “Perhaps there was a greater purpose to our failure against the Enemy. We believed you had lost your rightful claim, but what if it is this world that fate decreed to be yours? Imagine what it could become in a hundred years under your control.”

      I mused on the idea. The people of this world were weak, but clearly, they had potential. They squandered their magic and what might they possessed, but all that could change under my command.

      But I could not start with these pitiful remnants. In order to build something strong, I would have to clear the weak foundations away. I drew my dagger.

      “All of them,” I said to Pride. “Make it quick and merciful. They deserve no less after what they have suffered.” There was no sympathy in my voice. It was a mere statement of fact. Some people deserved to suffer. Let such torture be reserved for them.

      My Viceguard and I moved from one cage to the next, reaching between the bars to stab each human at the scruff of the neck. By the time we had finished, thick pools of crimson had spread across the floor.

      “I will clean this place out for you, when their innards have cooled,” Pride promised. “I will clean the entire cathedral until there is no more foul stench of these vampires lingering.”

      “That may be a little more difficult than you anticipate,” I said, nodding toward the open door. Alia lurked there, peering at me through angry red eyes. Her emotion was clear but so was her hunger. She waited until Pride and I had moved out of the room, then looked the question at me that she could not bring herself to speak.

      “Help yourself,” I said with a careless wave of my dagger. “But take the first few drops from my blade.”

      Alia approached slowly, tentatively. I dangled my dagger in front of her face, the hilt clenched between two fingers. “Tongue out, now,” I chided. The pale woman flinched but obeyed. She stuck out her little pink tongue and lapped at the flat of the blade, her eyes never leaving mine. She knew she was submitting to me in that moment, like a lioness showing its neck. I could have cut her tongue out with the slightest movement. I could have cut her throat with a flick of my wrist.

      She licked her lips and swallowed the crimson vitae, then backed away and turned to kneel beside the cages, shamefully slaking her thirst from the growing puddles.

      “Let us leave the rat to her cheese,” Pride said waspishly and turned on her heel to exit the room. I lingered a moment longer to observe Alia on her hands and knees, lapping at the floor.

      I rejoined Pride at the foot of the stairs. She raised her eyebrows at me, and I returned the expression. Then we climbed to the main floor side by side.

      The wide staircase grew wider still as we approached the top, and it opened into a grand foyer with a panel of stained glass windows rising nearly two stories high looking out onto the street below. I smirked. I had known something about this place had suited me.

      The place seemed mostly clean, if fairly cluttered. At least half the furniture was covered by dust cloths, while the other half was a jumble of chairs and tables pulled together wherever the vampires had felt like sitting. None of them lingered there now. There was a goblet of warm, watery blood on a nearby table. They had not even paused to finish their meal.

      We moved through the antechamber, hands on weapon hilts in case of a surprise, peering around at the odd choices of decoration. It seemed the vampires—or at least their king—had held a strange fascination with certain celebrity icons of their world. The glossy images on thin paper leered down on me, and I leered right back.

      “This way,” I said, instinctively following a nearby set of double doors into the cathedral’s massive main chamber. Its floor was slanted so that even those seated at the back would be able to see the figure preaching from the dais below. I could imagine the place as it had once been, filled with hopeful faces looking down on a bishop of some sort. I could also envision it as it would be: filled with my generals, the strongest warriors the world had to offer, all gathered together to listen to me speak.

      And I would have much to say. The Enemy could not possibly be far away. Everything that I did would be in preparation for my eventual vengeance.

      We paced down the aisle between the rows of seats, checking left and right and forward and back for any threat. There was none. Some of the cushioned seats bore the dimples of regular occupancy, while others were coated in thin films of dust. It seemed the late king’s charms had not been enough to compel a regular following.

      Standing on the stage before the pulpit felt right. I did not mind the smell of blood, old and new, that emanated from every corner of the place. It was mine, by right of conquest, my first foothold within this new world.

      “You look pleased with your new acquisition, my lord,” Pride purred, stopping next to my side. I almost groaned at her closeness, almost reaching out to touch her, but held back.

      “I believe it will serve us well,” I said, “and I believe the best is still to come. We have yet to uncover the bishop’s chambers.”

      Pride’s pointed ears wiggled slightly as she looked at me appreciatively. “You know your way around this building as naturally as you do a woman’s body.”

      So. She was tempting me intentionally, now that she knew I was in a mood for celebration. I snorted and pivoted away from her, beckoning for her to follow.

      “Come,” I said. “The bishop’s chambers will be back here or perhaps one level up. I must have seen buildings like this at some point. I cannot put my finger on it, but I have an instinct for the layout.”

      I heard her hesitate a moment, but she followed me behind the tall velvet drapes that curtained off the area behind the stage. There was more furniture covered in dust cloths, as well as a number of humming armored wardrobes, each connected to the wall by a strange black cord. I pulled the first open and was surprised when a chill breath of air blew across my face. It was an icebox of some design and contained a yellow light that illuminated rows upon rows of sealed jars. Each jar held a familiar dark crimson liquid, the vampires’ preferred form of sustenance.

      I closed the heavy armored door, shaking my head in distaste. “These vampires are a people possessed by a singular desire,” I said. “That self-styled king was a liar. No matter their strength, such a short-sighted race could never gain dominion over this advanced world.” I was beginning to understand this world. I no longer believed that the source of the yellow light was magic. If it were magic, I would have been able to sense it in some way. I would have been able to interact with it. But these devices emitted no arcane energies, merely their soft light and strange hum. Perhaps they were some manufacture of human ingenuity. I remembered the moving pictures and other devices from the marketplaces.

      Further back we found another hallway, this one lined with a lush black carpet. The hallway did indeed lead to what must have once been the bishop’s quarters. The rooms were garishly decorated with glossy images and strange contraptions, but there was one affectation I recognized that immediately drew my attention: a vault set in the back stone wall. It was almost entirely ensconced in the strange smooth rock, but the flat metal area where the scrolling wheel stood presented a vulnerability.

      “How long do you think this will take me, Pride?” I inquired as I undid my sword belt and laid my weapons on the floor.

      “Oh, ten minutes. Five if you decide to break a sweat.”

      I noticed Alia watching from the doorway. She had wiped her lips clean and appeared satiated, at least in one way. I flexed my shoulders and approached the vault.

      With a sudden explosion of violence, I windmilled my arms and brought one armored elbow down upon the vault’s wheel. The metal groaned and deformed beneath the enormous force but did not break. I grinned. “Ten minutes it is,” I said. “They built this one well.”

      I attacked the exposed front of the vault with a salvo of kicks and forearm chops. Beneath the furious assault the locking mechanism bent and eventually broke away, groaning audibly. I wedged my hands into the small gap it created and heaved.

      “This would have gone much faster with my Lustblade,” I grunted, as the metal gave way and the vault opened up.

      Wealth in its most universal form glittered up at me from inside, gold and jewels, riches of the most identifiable kind. I smiled. The vampire king had been a hoarder. I loved conquering such so-called rulers. Their savings had served me well, and the coming battle with the Enemy would require resources aplenty.

      Further into the vault were bound stacks of green paper, which I recognized as a local form of currency. I had seen it passed between shoppers and vendors on the streets. The vampires had been wealthy indeed, or so it would appear.

      I leaned back from the vault and looked at Pride, one finger tapping my chin.

      “What?” she asked. “What are you thinking?”

      “Well,” I said, “this vault is no longer secure. If it was ever secure to begin with. And I think you have the strength for it.”

      She sighed. “As you wish, my lord.”

      She vanished, once again taking the form of a heavy helmet upon my head. I ignored the gasp and questioning look from Alia.

      I searched the room until I found a satchel bag with a strange fastening system. I hung it across my shoulders and returned to the vault, gathering a double armload of golden jewelry, coins, and gemstone-encrusted medallions. I filled the satchel bag to its capacity, then took as much of the currency as I could carry in my arms.

      I closed my eyes. The world shimmered around me, and I opened my eyes to see the stained glass portraits of my Pridehold staring back.

      I made several trips to and from the locked chests I kept at the rear of the temple for storing pilfered loot. Each time I added more wealth to my personal horde, I should have felt happier and more confident. But as I passed by that strange, closed door with the serpent seal each time, I wondered who had managed to invade my Pridehold, and how. Was the Pridehold still secure? I could discern no stolen good or misplaced item. For now, it remained my safest haven.

      I transferred all of the valuables save for a handful of gold coins that I pocketed for personal use. I stored most of the paper currency as well, but left the remainder in the ruined vault, planning to spend it shortly on the costs of my budding empire. By the time I was finished and Pride reappeared in her elven form, she looked worn and fatigued from the extended visits to the Pridehold.

      “My lord,” she gasped, holding her stomach as if wounded, “I think I need...”

      I shook my head. “Not now, Pride. We still have much work to do.”

      We spent the remainder of the night working tirelessly. It took little convincing for Alia to show us how to dispose of the many corpses; the vampires kept vats of acid in a sub-basement we had missed entirely for just that purpose. I set the two women to that task, hoping that they would either bond or kill each other, and resigned myself to hauling unwanted furniture and other rubbish out to the side of the road. Alia had explained trucks would take it away for me, for a price. This example of municipal framework only supported my belief that the humans of this world had great potential. They needed to be properly exploited, not sent to rot in cages in between some leech’s feeding times.

      By the time the new moon crested the city’s broken horizon, the cathedral looked almost livable. Pride and I stood on the small balcony outside the bishop’s chambers, which were now my chambers. We watched the sun rise for the first time in this strange world, together as we should be. I inhaled the scent of fresh morning air deeply, happy to clear my lungs of the dust of the cathedral’s interior.

      “It took all night, but we managed to get rid of most of the bodies,” Pride reported. “The bones will take a while longer, it seems. You did quite an impressive job with the rest of the place, my lord. I never knew you to be much of a cleaner.”

      “There is a time and a place for everything, Pride,” I said and then turned toward a sound from inside.

      Alia skulked in the shadows of the bedroom, looking out at us with apparent envy.

      “They’re here,” the vampire said.

      “Who?” I asked lightly, with no concern. My thoughts were elsewhere, on the Enemy, the coming battle, and domination.

      Alia shrugged. “The Overseers must have sent messengers to investigate the reports. There are two men in suits waiting for you outside the cathedral.”
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      The cathedral’s front steps led down to a resplendent stone square where a pair of strangers waited with stony expressions. I descended toward them, arms outspread, Pride trailing in my wake. Alia had not come along.

      “Welcome, gentlemen,” I said amicably to the strangers. I stopped a few steps from the square so that I was still looking down on them. They wore immaculately pressed clothing with narrow ascots and well-polished shoes. They had short hair, but it looked perpetually wet, as if it had only stopped raining a moment before I came outside. Most peculiar of all was that they chose to wear tinted spectacles, despite the fact that we stood in the cathedral’s great shadow. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” I asked aloud. And what will your necks sound like when they break?

      “Who are you?” one of the men asked.

      The other spoke up, nearly interrupting the first. “Is it true you killed the vampire king?”

      My smile broadened as I scratched my head. “Who? You will have to be more specific. I have killed a great many kings in my time. Was this particular one a friend of yours?”

      “We speak in the name of the Overseers,” the first minion—for they were someone’s minions—said.

      True to form, his partner finished the first’s implied threat. “We demand that you surrender peacefully and come with us. Any other course will only result in your demise.”

      “Surrender?” I laughed. “Well, that sounds quite reasonable. I suppose you could let me head inside to fetch some fresh linens...” I turned around swiftly and winked at Pride, who was standing a few steps up from me. She nodded. I took a deep breath and bent my knees.

      I launched myself skyward, flipping and twisting through the air toward the newcomers. As I leaped, Pride cast a pair of illusions closely resembling me, each of which ran straight at one of the enemy footmen. I reached the apex of my jump and looked down upon my opponents like a swooping bird of prey seeking to wet its talons.

      An instant later, all that had changed. Rather than responding in surprise or alarm to the attacking illusions, the men merely waved their hands and dispelled them, shattering my shades into thousands of wispy fragments.

      A shock of cold adrenaline flooded my system as I struck downward. So the people of this world wielded magic in addition to their technology. It should not matter. I was still myself, the indomitable Cain.

      Each of my heavy dragon scale boots lashed out at one of the men’s heads as I descended between them. The maneuver should have sent them both to away in a hurry, but they reacted with a pristine, almost perfectly mirrored technique. They each caught one of my feet and froze me in mid-air.

      These men had the strength to tear a body in half, and I felt the power in their arms. But my body was not made of ordinary flesh and bone, and I was no ordinary fighter.

      I went completely limp, folding forward and rolling effortlessly out of their grip, my shoulders battering the hard stone. I came to my feet facing them, and they circled in opposite directions, putting me between them. Pride raced down the steps to join the battle.

      The strangers kept pace with me, and before she could come close, we clashed again. They came at me together, but I threw a swift spinning crescent kick that forced them both back. They slithered in and out like the darting tongues of serpents, testing the air, probing for weaknesses. They would find none.

      “You have violated the ancient oaths,” one of them intoned from behind me. “That which was meant to remain whole forever has been broken. Surrender now, or bear your doom.”

      “Surrender? There are but two of you,” I said scornfully, turning toward him.

      “So be it,” the other said from the opposite side.

      I pivoted so I could watch both of them from the corners of my eyes. I had to blink thrice to ensure my vision was not deceiving me. A swarm of small metal pellets, like the ones the guardsman had used earlier, rose up around each of the men. Twin clouds of angry wasps. An instant later every metal projectile flew in my direction at a killing velocity.

      “Cain!” Pride cried, still sprinting toward me.

      I had encountered these weak weapons before, and the pellets had been no cause for alarm. I prepared myself for their tickling impact on my armor and skin.

      “Ooof!”

      Pride tackled me around the knees, knocking me sideways, almost out of harm’s way. A stray projectile pierced my left hand—an inconsequential wound, but a surprise. These weapons were not made of the same meager material as those from before.

      Pride...

      She lay limply atop me, and a soft moan echoed from her lips. I scrambled to my knees, eyes and hands roving her body to investigate the wounds. Several pellets had grazed her badly, and one had torn clean through her right side. She was leaking ichor at an alarming rate, her pointed ears wilting, her cheeks ashen. For a single moment, fear took me, and I froze.

      Powerful arms seized me from behind, cinching around my neck in a tight chokehold. The man dragged me away from Pride while his partner advanced on me. Powerful hands seized my flesh, and I once again found myself surprised by both the strength and technique of these strangers.

      “You are not like any others I have encountered in this world,” I said. “What are you, then?”

      The advancing man raised an eyebrow. “Oh? We are bullet priests,” he said simply, then struck me hard in the stomach. Their strength, while greater than the others, was still less than mine. I doubled over but used the momentum to throw the priest behind me over my shoulder, slamming him onto the ground. He rolled away and rejoined his partner. So they were masters of these so-called bullets.

      Ordinarily, I would have cherished the challenge of facing the two of them together, but Pride was bleeding and moaning at my feet. Another cloud of bullets rose in the air around the two men.

      “Pride,” I hissed, kneeling over her. “To me!” The elven woman nodded faintly and vanished in a shimmer of light, taking the form of the heavy helm on my head once more. I did not hesitate. I fled the scene of the battle, traveling to the safety of my Pridehold.

      “Those inbred bastards,” I cursed, slamming a fist into one of the wooden pews. I had appeared in the center of my temple, as I always did. “Pride, are you well?” I asked. She did not answer. Either she had lost consciousness, or she was too weak to respond. Neither possibility boded well for either of us.

      Left alone with my thoughts, I had nothing to do but wait. I could only remain in the Pridehold for so long. Too soon, and the bullet priests would be waiting for us. Too long, and I risked damaging Pride permanently.

      That was not a risk I was willing to take. Pride had been at my side since nearly the beginning, but to me, she was still the young warrior queen who had become mine many years ago.

      Pride...

      It had been a different world and a different time. She had been the first female ruler of the elven kingdom in memory. Her people had accepted the change when it arrived, but the old guard who controlled the kingdom had sought another path.

      Pride had made a deal with the devil in order to save herself and quell a rebellion. The devil in question had been me.

      She had paid me handsomely for my services, and after the bloodshed was over, Pride had been free to return to her kingdom’s rule. But I had fascinated her. She had spent her youth training in the arts of war, learning how to become death’s companion. She needed further instruction, my instruction, and she knew it. She had asked me what it would take to become my student, and I had told her. At first, she had laughed and walked away. Eventually, she returned on her knees and begged. She submitted to me, body and soul, and became the first of my Viceguard.

      I realized I had been pacing up and down the length of my Pridehold so quickly I was at risk of wearing a trench in the floor. I slowed my pace and eventually came to a stop. I took a deep breath and placed a heavy hand, callused from lifetimes of weapons training, on the laddered back of a stout wooden chair. It seemed to center me and solidify my goals. I needed to take care of Pride, first and foremost. She was my only ally in the strange new world the Enemy had sent us to, and more than that, she was... my Pride.

      I waited until I estimated an hour had passed, the longest I dared allow, then closed my eyes to shift back to the mortal plane.

      The bullet priests were gone. All that remained of our struggle were several errant projectiles and the crimson stain Pride’s wound had left on the ground. My anger burned at that sight as my helmet vanished and the warrior elf appeared beside me, supine and unmoving on the stone plateau.

      “No!” I cried, falling to my knees beside her and gathering her limp form in my arms.

      “Mmm... my lord,” she mumbled. Her breathing was shallow and shaky, but she was still alive. I moved her hand to the wound in her side and helped her apply pressure there. How long would she last?

      “I am sorry, Pride,” I whispered. “Just stay alive, damn you. Do you hear me? I command you to live!”
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      “Cain.” The beautiful blonde elf so rarely said my name instead of one of my titles. But I did like the way my name rolled off her tongue. “We need help,” she whispered, fingers trailing weakly down my cheek.

      “You are right,” I said. “I cannot heal you on my own, not with injuries this severe. I will find someone... Alia. She knows this city well. She will know where to find a healer.”

      I scooped Pride up in my arms as easily as picking up a bundle of sticks and carried her along the stone steps and into the cathedral. I took her to my chambers and laid her on my bed, applying a quick bandage torn from the bedsheets.

      “I will return soon,” I said before leaving.

      I flew through the cathedral, calling Alia’s name, searching room after room and finding nothing. She could not have gone far, and I knew how to find her. I needed only to follow the smell of blood.

      Two blocks from the cathedral I picked up the scent of fresh gore. It was not coming from a small cut or injury. It was the reek of an emptying corpse, freshly killed. The kind vampires could crouch over to quench their thirst. I understood their wants, their needs, their weaknesses—to know them was to conquer them.

      I traipsed down a back alley that reminded me of the first place I had met Alia. There was steam billowing from exhaust pipes to obscure my vision as before, and again the scent of blood became almost overpowering. She was a messy eater.

      After a half dozen more steps, the steam parted to display Alia, kneeling over the body of a young woman and drinking her fill. I could hear the soft suckling noises as she supped at the broken vein in the human’s neck. I cared little about the scene of carnage—I only needed Alia’s help.

      She ignored me at first, pretending not to have noticed my approach while she gorged herself on fresh vitae.

      “Alia,” I said shortly. She did not respond, did not even lift her head. I grunted and stepped forward to grab her by the nape of her neck, dragging her up and away from the body. I pinned her against a hard stone wall. Her red eyes glared into my dark ones, resentful and uncaring.

      “What do you want?” she sneered. “If you’re here to kill me like you did the others, then get it over with. Otherwise, leave me to my meal.” I returned the glare for a long moment, then released her and stepped back. She looked up at me in surprise, rubbing her throat where my forearm had pressed against it.

      “I need your help,” I said, and she laughed at me. I waited calmly until her sarcastic merriment subsided, then grabbed her chin between my thumb and forefinger, pulling her close. For some reason, she did not struggle. “You will help me,” I said, “or you will die. That much I can promise.”

      “Fuck off,” she shook her head. “Based on everything you’ve said and done, you’ll probably kill me at some point anyway. Might as well happen now before I have to watch the whole world go to shit.” A sly look entered her eyes. “Besides, if I die, who are you going to run to for help? The cops? Not likely, with all the blood on your hands.” The mention of her food of choice caused her to glance down at the dead woman.

      “I don’t have time for this,” I growled. “Pride could be dying at this very moment. I cannot heal her completely on my own... my talents have always leaned more towards causing harm than curing it. Your world must have healers. Take me to one.”

      “Pride’s hurt?” she said, more out of surprise than concern. “Did you think I’d care about your little pet?” She snorted and turned away, crossing her arms. “Since you’re so capable, you should be able to find the healer on your own.”

      I pivoted and punched the stone wall so hard that shards of it crumbled away. Alia blinked in surprise at my strength and shook her head. I had to restrain myself from grabbing ahold of her again. I could not threaten her with death, and torturing or bargaining would both surely take up valuable time, which left me only one option.

      “She is not my pet,” I said at last. “Pride is the first and last of my Viceguard. She is my companion of many years and shall be for many more. We are entwined in ways you cannot comprehend. Help us, and I promise you will be richly rewarded.”

      The vampire’s expression opened as I spoke, her eyes widening, lips parting slightly. She looked impressed, and also curious.

      “You truly care about her, don’t you?” the vampire inquired.

      “She is my Pride,” I said simply. “I care for her in ways a child like you could never comprehend. If she dies, it will not go well for you and your world. This, I swear.”

      A far-away gaze wandered across the vampire’s face. “The king never cared for me, or for anyone really,” she said. The echoes of horrific memories flitted across her face. “He was... terrible. I’m glad you got rid of him. You’re different.”

      I frowned. “I’m as different from that dead fraud as can be. So will you help me? Come, we do not have time to waste.”

      She nodded at last, but then bit her lip and hesitated. “I want something in return, though.”

      “What?” I demanded.

      “Admit that I’m a fully grown woman, not a child.”

      I raised an eyebrow, confused. It seemed an extraordinarily odd request. She could have asked for nearly anything, and she chose to correct a slight? Strange indeed.

      “You are an attractive grown woman,” I said. “Are you pleased, now?”

      Alia smiled up at me in satisfaction. “I suppose so.” The smile faltered, and she bit her lip again. “There might be a problem, though.”

      “What is it?” I crossed my arms, hoping it would be some sort of fee. Plenty of capital remained in the broken safe at the cathedral.

      “If she’s as badly wounded as you say, there’s only one person I know of that can help. A powerful healer. The issue is, he hates all vampires. Doesn’t agree with our way of life. We never needed his services because of our self-healing powers. We never bothered to make peace with him. If he sees me, at best he’ll refuse you service. At worst, he’ll start shooting.”

      “So you will stay out of sight,” I shrugged. “And in single combat, I fear no one.”

      “That’s comforting for me,” Alia said, rolling her eyes.

      “Simply lead me to this healer’s residence and point me to his front door.”

      “Fine, your majesty,” the vampire sighed. “This way.” She set off down the alley toward the street, which was well illuminated by the yellow lamps high above. I lingered in her wake.

      “Pride’s illusions will no longer be protecting me,” I warned. “I should not go about dressed like this.” I gestured at my dragon scale armor and the weapons strapped to my belt.

      “Don’t worry,” Alia reassured me, looking back with a sly smile. “We’ll stick to the shadows, and we’re not going to walk all the way there.”

      “Will we take one of these iron chariots?” I asked skeptically.

      “You mean a car?” Alia laughed. “Yes, we’re going to take one. I just need to find one that I like.”

      I nodded at the first vehicle we passed. It was large and blockish, not unlike their many buildings, and painted a deep sea green. “Why not this one?” I asked. “It seems serviceable enough.”

      “A truck?” Alia scoffed. “And that color? I mean, I would ask if you were blind if I didn’t know how well your eyes work. No, we’re going to need something with a little more style and speed.”

      “What are we seeking, specifically?”

      “Oh, I’ll know it when I see it.” Was she toying with me? I was in no mood for such things. Pride was at death’s door, and Alia wanted to—I stopped suddenly, realizing the vampire was no longer at my side.

      I turned and realized she had raced across the road into an open area filled with cars, and even some trucks and possibly other types of the iron chariots. Her nose pressed up against the glass wall of a low red car with an angular outline.

      “Okay, we’re definitely taking this one,” she announced as I approached from behind.

      I glanced around. The nearest street lamp was not illuminated, so we had the cover of darkness.

      “What is the appeal of this one?” I asked as she undid her belt and slid it off. That drew my attention to her skirt, reminding me of her display the first time we had met. “And what are you doing?”

      “I’m always prepared for certain things,” she said with a wink. Her nimble fingers found a small hole in the belt’s covering and pulled a long bit of wire out. I was impressed. I had no idea the concealed item, which could serve as a tool or weapon, had been present.

      “What else are you hiding within your clothing?” I wondered aloud.

      “Maybe you’ll get to find out,” she said with a hint of amusement, bending over a little more than necessary as she fed the wire into the side of the car. I grunted in approval but then shook my head and cleared my throat. I needed to focus on saving Pride, and that meant learning as much as I could about this world and its resources.

      “Why did you choose this car, though?” I asked, my tongue exploring the new word.

      “Three reasons. It’s old enough to not have an alarm. It’s sexy. And because no thief in her right mind would steal a red sports car, so cops probably won’t even look twice at us.” She gave me another saucy wink.

      “Are those your authorities? Cops?”

      “Sure are.” She effortlessly opened the left side door of the vehicle and climbed inside, leaning across to open the other door for me. “Hop in!” she called, voice slightly muffled by the glass. I had to climb into the waiting seat with care and found my knees nearly touching my ears. “You can push the seat back to give yourself some legroom,” she laughed. “Just grab that handle behind your feet and slide backward.”

      I heard a mechanical grating as I followed her advice, and soon I was reclining further back with my legs extended in front of me. Simple and yet wondrous.

      Alia manipulated the lower regions of the car, beneath the handwheel, exposing a tangle of more colored wires. She set about stripping a protective coating away from several of them, then folded them together until the vehicle sparked to life. As the infernal device coughed and purred, a noise unlike any I had ever heard assaulted my ears.

      “What is that?” I cried, clapping my hands to the sides of my head. “Is this some kind of attack?”

      “I guess the owner of this beauty is into death metal,” Alia laughed. She maneuvered the controls to set the car in motion, guiding it out onto the empty street and accelerating through pools of lamplight. She touched a small protrusion and the strange din cut away.

      “The music of your world is rather peculiar,” I said, but I was more interested in gleaning knowledge of other topics from her, especially about cars. “How are these vehicles operated?” I asked. “I can see that you control it manually, but how is it propelled?”

      She laughed. “What kind of spaceship did you fly here in? It’s powered by gasoline, which is a kind of fossil fuel.”

      I frowned. “Spaceship? I arrived by portal. I know no other means of traveling between worlds. That is interesting... I should like to learn more about fossil fuels.” My left hand twinged where the bullet had pierced my thick skin. “But first, tell me all you know of the bullet priests and the Overseers they mentioned.”

      “They told you about the Overseers?” she asked, surprise strong in her tone.

      “More that they mentioned them in passing,” I explained. “They claimed their authority, as if expecting that to impress me. But who are they? If they command the bullet priests, they must be quite powerful indeed.”

      “They are,” she assured me. “The Overseers are a coalition of powerful creatures who ensure that humans and the hidden races can coexist peacefully.”

      “Hidden races?” I asked.

      “Yes. The vampires are among them, but there are others. Werewolves, shifters, even the occasional elf, although I think their bloodlines were mostly bred out. All of us exist behind a veil of secrecy. It keeps us safe from the humans, who outnumber us significantly. And it keeps them safe from fear of us, since we’re individually much stronger.”

      “I can see that,” I said appreciatively. “This so-called king I killed—he was the mere king of an underworld?”

      “Not even,” Alia snorted. “He made us call him king, but he only had dominion over this city, and as you say, only over the underworld communities. He liked to think that one day he’d expand his reach further, but he was always too weak. I knew someone would come along and prove it one day.”

      The car sped along the mostly deserted roads, pausing and slowing on occasion when necessitated by the colored lamps that dangled above the crossroads. Alia called them traffic lights and explained they mandated the orderly flow of the vehicles. Simple, effective, and designed for cattle. Small wonder the vampires saw fit to feed on the humans. Such a waste of their raw potential...

      We entered a community filled with small dwellings, mostly shorter abodes with narrow paths leading up to them. Alia slowed the car and stopped it on the side of the road. She disconnected the wires to end the car’s rumblings and pointed at a humble home across the street.

      “He lives there,” she said, “and that’s really all I know.”

      I peered at the building. As soon as we had arrived I had surmised it would be the healer’s residence, while simultaneously hoping he would be at some other place. A holy energy emanated from the building; it was clearly a temple of some kind, and not a forgotten and wasted one like the cathedral I had claimed. This house was a true place of worship, the kind that could command the energies I was most vulnerable to.

      “What, do you need me to hold your hand?” Alia asked. “Go knock on the door! I’ll make myself scarce. If that old bastard so much as smells a vamp, he’ll probably lock himself in his panic room.”

      I walked across the cracked street and up the gravel path as Alia rolled away, feeling exposed as the porch light reflected off my dragon scale armor. I reached up with a heavy fist and knocked hurriedly on the whitewashed door.
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      There was no answer, which in itself felt like an invitation. The feeling of holy energy made me hesitate momentarily, but then concern for Pride pushed me onward. I opened the door and stepped into a neat, cozy little room, a kitchen. An old man sat at a table, sipping from a steaming mug and watching. For a moment a flicker of recognition crossed his face, as though he had recognized an old friend or foe in my face. But then the flicker died away, and he turned his attention to his tea.

      I closed the door behind me and strode across the kitchen, choosing to stand behind the only other chair at the table rather than sit in it. I towered over the old man in my dragon scale armor, weapons bristling at my hips. He did not seem surprised or intimidated in the slightest. He merely sipped his drink and gazed up at me. It was a plain green tea—I could smell the aroma wafting on the gentle indoor air currents.

      “You are the healer,” I said at last, because the old curmudgeon would not speak first and I could think of nothing else to say. He nodded. He did not ask who had sent me, and the reason for my presence seemed obvious enough. “I require your services,” I said. “Come with me.”

      The old man placed his mug down on the table and covered it with both hands, as if warming his palms on the rising vapor. Finally he spoke, and his voice was like dry leaves scuttling along a stone path. “He who seeks to capture steam will be forever grasping at thin air,” he said as if imparting some ancient wisdom. Then, he picked his cup back up and took another sip.

      “Are you as simple as you are old?” I demanded. “One of my people is in need of healing. Come with me at once.” I drew my dagger, brandishing it in an overhand grip. He did not appear to notice. I forced down the growl that grew in my throat and slammed my weapon back into its sheath. I would suffer his impudence for Pride’s sake.

      “Please,” I said at last, forcing the word past my lips. “I require your aid. My friend is mortally wounded. If you come with me now, I will offer whatever reward you require.”

      At long last the healer turned his attention from his tea and looked at me with clear blue eyes. He scuffed a hand through a shock of white hair and smiled.

      “There, manners will get you everywhere in this world, you know.”

      “So I see,” I replied quickly. “Will you aid me or not?”

      “Well, you’ve shown some civility,” he sighed. “I suppose that must have been like pulling teeth for you. Alright, just let me get my coat and my bag of tricks. I never go anywhere at night without a decent coat, and I’m useless without my knicks and knacks.”

      “Let us hurry, then,” I said. “If you would,” I added.

      He disappeared into a back room and re-emerged a few minutes later wearing a long black leather coat and carrying a large matching bag. He had also donned a leather hat with a small purple feather sprouting from the band.

      “Did you drive here, or ride a horse?” he inquired, raising an eyebrow at my attire as if noticing it for the first time.

      “I arrived by car, but not my own,” I explained awkwardly, not wanting to mention the vampire who had brought me.

      “We’ll take my truck then. This way.” He gestured for me to follow and moved through the back of the house. I pursued him recklessly, knowing it could be a trap and not caring. He and his house both reeked of holy energy, and I would be glad to be away from at least one of them. We came out of the little building onto a creaky back porch. He did not bother to close the doors behind him. Small keys dangled from a mount under the truck’s handwheel. I entered the truck, sitting next to him on the front seat as it rumbled to life. He stared at me.

      “Well?” the healer asked.

      “Why do we tarry? We are wasting time.”

      “I’m wasting time? You haven’t told me where we’re going!”

      I realized that I was not sure how to guide him there. “There is an old cathedral, near the middle of the city. The road bears a sign. Oak...”

      “Wait a minute,” the healer touched the keys and the truck became quiet. He twisted in his seat to look me in the eye. I hated what lurked behind those calm, penetrating orbs. “That’s the vampire base of operations in this town.”

      I shook my head. “Not anymore. I cleared them out. There may still be one or two lingering, but I can promise they will not molest you.”

      “You don’t say!” He chuckled and slapped the handwheel, then brought the truck to life again and proceeded backward onto the road. “Maybe there’s hope for you after all.”

      He navigated the darkened city streets easily despite the unsteady rumble and pop of the truck’s bowels. I knew nothing of this world’s self-powered vehicles, but this one did not sound healthy. We arrived by the side of the road outside the cathedral, and the old man silenced the vehicle. He took the keys with him this time, and we climbed the long flights of steps to the towering front doors without a word except for the occasional grumble about the weight of his bag.

      Pride had not moved from the side of my bed where I had left her. The healer set down his bag and removed his hat and coat, hanging them on a nearby chair.

      “Well?” he said. “Pull back the blankets and give me a look. I’m afraid she hasn’t got all day.” He was studying Pride’s pallor with a worried expression on his face.

      I peeled back the blankets, producing a moan from the semi-conscious elven woman. The seeping wound in her side had stained the sheets a dark crimson that was starting to turn brown.

      “I know this injury. This is the work of the bullet priests, isn’t it?” he asked. “No mortal firearm can make such clean, perfect wounds.”

      “Will that be a problem?” I asked, gripping the hilt of my dagger and preparing to plunge it into his heart.

      “Not at all,” he replied, oblivious to my threat. “I hold no allegiance to the Overseers.”

      “Good,” I replied, “because they hold no love for me.”

      “We must act swiftly if you wish to save her,” the healer said. He bent down and rummaged through his bag. “Get those soiled blankets away from her. Bring me fresh sheets, at least two bowls of boiling water, and another two clean, empty bowls. Everything else that I need, I believe I have. Except for a second pair of steady hands. Can you provide that?”

      I looked at my callused hands. They had led me through battle after battle. They could guide me through this. I nodded. “Tell me what I must do when the time comes.”

      He nodded. “Do as I said and then be ready. I’ll need to examine her to determine the extent of any internal injuries, and then we can begin treating the actual wound.”

      I hustled down to the cathedral’s kitchens and found clean metal bowls. I fumbled with the stove before using my own dark arts to bring the water in an iron pot to a boil. I found a linen closet and gathered an armload of fresh sheets. I carried everything the healer had requested and a full bottle of spirits up the stairs, only to find that the old man had brought his own liquor.

      Pride was stretched out on the bed as he bent over her, tending to the wound.

      “You’ve both got the devil’s damned luck,” the old man grumbled. “That bullet went clean through her and didn’t hit anything too important. I’ve never seen anything like it in all my years. Then again, I’ve never seen anatomy quite like hers.” His eyes wandered up past her full chest to her high cheekbones and pointed ears. “She’s a purebred elf, isn’t she? I didn’t think they existed anymore.”

      “What do you mean... never mind. Yes, she is an elf. Can you still make her well?”

      “Yes. I know little of elven powers, but she seems to have a natural resiliency to the wound. Most humans would be dead already.”

      That was likely more because of her inclusion in my Viceguard than her species, but I chose not to share that.

      “Good,” I said. I set the bowls down on the bedside table at the healer’s elbow. “What is this contraption?” I demanded, reaching toward an instrument with thin ropes or wires bound to Pride’s hand.

      “Don’t touch it,” he said, slapping my fingers away. “It’s monitoring her vitals, and I need it. It’s almost as good as having a trained nurse on hand. You know, a trained nurse with no arms.” He laughed at his own joke, eyeing me as if expecting me to join in.

      “Monitoring her vitals?” I inquired, taking a closer look. The device seemed so mundane. How could it possess such intricate capabilities without the use of magic?

      “Yes. Her heart rate, blood pressure, so on and so forth. It keeps me up to date on a number of things I need to know. Now come here and hold her steady while I sew this wound shut.”

      I knelt next to him at Pride’s side and braced my arms on her shoulders, holding her as still as I could. She flinched and moaned each time the needle pierced her flank, but the old man finished the task within an hour. She still lay unconscious and pale as death, though, eyes opening occasionally to gaze sightlessly at the ceiling.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked. “Is she not healed?”

      “The wound was severe, and she lost a lot of blood... and our operating conditions were far from ideal,” the healer explained. “Fortunately, I still have the power to make it right. You may not want to be present for this part.”

      “I am not leaving her side,” I said, remaining on the floor beside the bed. I took Pride’s hand in my own.

      “So be it.” The old man finished putting away his tools, then pressed his palms together in prayer.

      The holy surrounding him shifted and stirred. It swelled and filled the room, making my chambers feel almost the same as the old man’s kitchen. I looked from Pride to the healer, suddenly concerned for my own wellbeing. What if that energy continued to expand? It might consume me entirely.

      It did not, however. The eldritch sensation waned slightly, then focused into a hard point that the healer directed into Pride’s body. She reacted with a violent twitch and moaned incoherent words as the flow continued between his hands and the wound.

      “Are you certain this will heal her?” I asked, not trusting in his power for a moment.

      “Give me time,” he gasped, sweat sprouting from his brow. The more magic he channeled, the more something seemed familiar about his arcane signature.

      A bolt of adrenaline ripped through me, and I nearly killed him on the spot. The old man’s power was not simply a holy energy—it was the energy of my Enemy! I should have recognized it instantly, but I had been distracted by Pride’s condition. Even with my hazy memory, there was no mistaking that unique source of power. Was that why he had seemed to recognize me? He must be an agent of the Enemy on this world.

      A strong part of me wanted to kill the healer then and there, but I needed him to finish healing Pride. I would wait until she was well before deciding the old man’s fate.

      The ritual lasted several hours. I stayed at Pride’s side, holding her hand and stroking her cheeks and hair when her mumbling grew too loud. The old man had begun mumbling as well, moving his hands overtop of her in the shape of strange symbols, almost as if tracing unseen meridians. Over time, Pride’s pallor began to improve. Color rose in her cheeks, and her mumbling became less frequent and more coherent.

      “You are almost there,” I whispered to her. The old man seemed to be winding down. His own ramblings, which had risen to a full-voiced chant at one point, had receded to the occasional murmured word of power. He drew a sigil in the air with his hands and touched Pride’s wound one last time before opening his eyes.

      “I thank you,” I said earnestly, climbing to my feet. “Is that all? Will she wake soon?”

      “She will be well,” he replied. “She is surprisingly strong, even for an elf.” I moved as if to shake his hand, and he noticed the wound in the back of mine immediately.

      “You were struck by the bullet priests as well,” he commented, reaching for me again. “Allow me to assist—“ His eyes widened as he touched me. He recognized my energy signature as easily as I had his.

      “No!” I jerked my hand away. Those who knew the art of saving lives could often take them away as easily. On instinct I lashed out with a stiff forearm, striking the healer a fearsome blow. His neck snapped from the sudden impact on his jaw, and he fell to the floor unmoving.

      “Did you kill him?” Pride croaked.

      I turned toward her, returning to her side again. “Pride, you are well! He was an agent of the Enemy, and he recognized me. He was on the verge of attack. I am certain.”

      She nodded slowly.

      “What will we do with him, then? The vats?” she asked, shifting to sit up in bed and clutch at her mostly healed side.

      “No, we will honor him for his aid. I will take him back to his house and make it his funeral pyre.”

      Pride struggled to her feet. “Wait for me. I need to find clothing. And my armor, and weapons. Where did we put them?”

      I pointed at the corner where her armaments had been unceremoniously dumped. “You should rest, though. I can do this alone. I should do it alone.”

      “No. I owe him my life. I should see him off.” She wandered out into the hall, naked and beautiful, searching for wardrobes and women’s clothing.

      She returned soon enough, fully clothed. Pride strapped on her armor and her dagger belt, then nodded at me with an energetic glint in her eye.

      “Are you sure you are well enough?” I asked.

      “Lead the way,” she replied.

      I pulled the keys that unlocked the truck’s power from his pocket. Then, I wrapped the old man’s body and belongings in a heavy rug and carried them effortlessly down to his truck, placing them in its roomy hold. I entered the seat behind the handwheel, as I had seen the old man do. Pride sat down beside me, looking at the numbers and instruments before us skeptically.

      “Do you know how to command this chariot?” she asked.

      “It is a truck. A type of car. I have observed it several times,” I replied. I pushed the key into its receptacle and twisted until the vehicle sputtered to life. We collided with several immobile chariots before I mastered the motions of the truck. Between my excellent memory and natural sense of direction, I succeeded in navigating the dark streets back to the healer’s dwelling. I stopped the truck behind the healer’s home where it had been before and left the keys in place. I pulled the rug-wrapped corpse out of the truck and carried it inside while Pride held the door open.

      I placed the old man as gently as I could down on the floor of his largest central room and unspooled the rug so he could gaze sightlessly at his home one last time. Pride stood next to him and tidied his hair while I broke furniture down into kindling and gathered anything flammable. I packed it all around his feet, then summoned a small flame in the palm of my hand.

      “You have my gratitude, healer,” Pride whispered to the old man at last.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      She nodded and moved to stand by the back door. I touched the smaller, splintered bits of varnished wood I had piled together with my burning hand until they too burst into flames. The flames grew slowly but surely. By the time the door closed behind us, a merry blaze was crackling at the old man’s feet.

      We stood across the street for the next several hours and watched the house burn, cloaked beneath one of Pride’s illusions to appear as gawking bystanders. The home soon burst into a large roaring furnace, with plenty of hardwood fuel to serve the fire’s wrath. The authorities of this realm arrived in long red trucks and smaller black and white cars. We gave them a wide berth.

      “Perhaps we could have turned him to our cause,” Pride said.

      I shook my head. “At least he saved you, and we have gained something as precious as his aid. Knowledge. We know for certain the Enemy has connections in this world.”

      “Strong ones,” Pride added, fingers probing her side. “The wound is almost completely gone.”

      “Well, we are not entirely alone either,” I said with a smile. A familiar figure was slinking down the crumbling sidewalk towards us.
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      Alia’s pretty, youthful face shone in the glow of an overhead lamp as she drew nearer. She wore a petulant scowl, as though she had made up her mind to do something she knew she might find unpleasant. My smile grew wider.

      “Trouble seems to follow you two around,” she said, red eyes wandering between us and the dying blaze. “Should I be worried for my safety?”

      “Only if you keep wagging your tongue without considering who might be listening,” I said warningly.

      “Were you the one who brought my lord here?” Pride asked, a challenge in her voice.

      “Yes,” Alia replied, equally as challenging.

      “Well, thank you.” Pride blushed, her tone suddenly soft and welcoming. “Without your help, I may have perished. We would value your assistance in learning more of the ways of this world.”

      The vampire blinked, taken aback by the kindness. “Well, you’re welcome, I guess. Just don’t make a habit of getting...” she lowered her voice and looked around, “shot by a bullet priest. What are you two still doing here, anyway? Come on, I parked a few blocks away.”

      We followed her down the sidewalk. “We are cloaked,” Pride said in confusion. “How did you know it was us?”

      “I guess you could say I know what to look for at this point?” Alia shrugged. “I dunno, it seemed obvious. You didn’t look like you, but neither did anyone else. And I could smell you. That always helps.” We arrived at Alia’s car, which was not the same red one as before. This one was black and even smaller than the first; it had a seat in the rear but only two doors. The vampire had to bend the car chair forward so that my Viceguard could slide into the back.

      “You switched vehicles,” I noted approvingly as Alia and I settled into the front seats. I found the little bar behind my legs and pushed my seat back. Pride slid over to sit behind Alia instead. “That was clever.”

      “I’m a clever woman,” Alia grinned as she touched the colored wires together and brought the car to life.

      As we drove towards the cathedral for the second time that night, I came to appreciate the landscape surrounding it even more. It was not merely an elegant old building but had been constructed in a defensible location. Its back was faced by a sheer hill, too steep for an enemy force to creep or charge along. Its front entrance was preceded by the long, tall flights of stone steps and the large square where I had battled the bullet priests. A small force could hold an army there. The building’s only true weakness was the ground floor entrances, such as the one we had used on our first visit. The vampire king had been careless to leave those open. They would need to be boarded up and barricaded as soon as possible.

      “You’re quiet, my lord,” Pride said from the back of the car. “What are you thinking on?”

      “Hm. Merely considering our place in this world. I believe we have started well. The cathedral holds a position of strength in this river valley.”

      Alia slowed the vehicle to a stop and silenced it, then twisted sideways and nodded. “That’s pretty much why the king chose it. He wasn’t a complete moron, after all. It’s pretty defensible if you’re prepared. But those bullet priests could come back any time, you know.”

      “Of course I know,” I replied with a tight smile. “And they will not be so lucky as to catch me off guard this time.”

      “You have yet to see my lord’s true strength,” Pride piped from the back seat.

      “And we have yet to see this world’s true strength. I misjudged the inhabitants of this realm,” I said. “We still have much to learn.” I cast a glance at Alia.

      “Fair point,” Pride replied and banged on the back of my seat. “Now let me out of this damned contraption!”

      “I am growing fond of these cars,” I told her as I climbed out and shifted the seat forward. I helped Pride over the obstacle and we followed Alia towards the cathedral. She had left the car a short distance away, likely a wise move, since leaving another’s car in front of the property could only bring attention. Pride groaned and leaned on me halfway up the steps, seemingly exhausted from her ordeal despite being healed. I supported her while I enjoyed the taut framing of Alia’s body within her skirt as she climbed the stairs in front of us.

      “Are you certain we should remain here?” Pride asked as we entered the cathedral. Several vampires lingered in the shadowy corners of the antechamber without a purpose or a place to go. They called faintly to Alia, using filthy words even I had never heard before.

      “You’re all nothing but scum left on the bottom of a dead king’s boot,” she retorted, stopping sharply.

      I looked around. There were less than a half dozen of the bloodsucking creatures. “Would you like me to kill these pests for you?” I asked Alia. “It seems I owe you a favor, and my new home might smell better without them.”

      The vampire laughed. “No need for that,” she said, but her brethren had heard the threat. They slunk deeper into the shadows and fled, their footsteps mere whispers on the cathedral’s solid floors. “They’re about as harmful as puppies,” she said, “but they’ll keep nosy neighbors away as surely as an angry dog. No real reason to get rid of them. Come.” She led the way up the stairs into the auditorium and back behind the stage to my newly claimed chambers.

      “I cleaned up and changed the sheets on the bed for you, my lord,” Alia said subserviently. I raised an eyebrow at her and nodded, but said nothing. She retreated to the corner of the room rather than leaving, which was acceptable to me.

      “You should rest, Pride,” I said, bustling to the bed and pulling back the clean covers. Now that the danger had passed, a trickle of guilt stirred in me. Pride had injured herself trying to protect me. I had grown too complacent, too accustomed to relying on the presence of a full Viceguard and my full dark powers. The elf woman sat on the bed but did not lie down.

      “I will,” she said, “but my injury was not in vain. We discovered new enemies.” She looked to Alia in the corner. “And allies.”

      “Indeed,” I assured her, taking her hand in both of mine and massaging her palm. “This world seemed so weak at first glance, but its strengths lurk in the shadows. I know now it is a worthy adversary, and I will treat it as such. With you at my side, we will most certainly triumph. I am glad you are well once again, my Pride.” I paused, but she shook her head and lifted her free hand to my lips.

      “I do not need sweet words, my lord. No, I need something else.”

      A primal growl rose up in my throat, and I bit the finger she laid along my lips. Pride gasped through a sudden, girlish smile as she looked up at me in wide-eyed anticipation. I would never grow tired of seeing that expression on her face, and it had been too long since I had last seen it. Not since before the fall of my kingdom, before the Enemy’s portal, and before this world. I wanted her again. Now. I wanted to forget all the changes and simply remember something right. And I could do that with Pride.

      “Take off your armor,” I commanded, stepping backward and unbuckling my own dragon scale mail. We smiled at each other, my dark eyes drinking in her blue ones, as our weapons, vambraces, chest plates, and pauldrons formed a pile on the floor. I pulled my shirt up and over my head, revealing my chiseled abdomen. Pride made a sound not unlike a mewl and reached out to run a few chilly fingers over my stomach.

      “Did I grant you permission to touch me?” I asked meditatively, and her hand snapped back as if burned. She looked up at me, those icy blue eyes asking for more. “Turn around,” I said roughly, and she spun obediently.

      My arms encircled her from behind, hands kneading her breasts through the borrowed blouse she wore, my engorged cock rubbing against her slender bottom. She groaned and ground back against me, one hand reaching overhead to caress my hair while the other grasped my belt and pulled me forward harder. Neither of us paid any mind to Alia. She had entered my servitude, which meant she could wait on us in case we required anything.

      I gathered the hem of Pride’s shirt and began to pull it over her head, but then changed my mind and tore the garment in half. The elf gasped, shivering at the sudden chill of fresh air, her nipples hardening as I grasped her bare teats and pinched them forcefully enough to remind her how completely she belonged to me.

      The sensation of my bare chest on her satiny back fanned my ravenous hunger. I wanted more. My hands slid sensuously down her abdomen until they entered the top of the strange otherworldly pants she wore. It took me a moment to figure out how to unfasten them, but then my fingertips brushed the delicate golden hair coating her sex. Pride mewled again, grinding against me even harder and moaning.

      “Oh, my lord, please... I need you inside of me. Please, my lord... please...”

      “You want me inside you?” I hissed in her ear, and she nodded fervently. “Well, there is more than one way to accomplish that,” I reminded her with a laugh. “Turn around and get on your knees.”

      She moaned in frustration, realizing the folly of her request but complied with my command immediately. I loved the way she looked on her knees in front of me, half naked and longing for any touch I saw fit to give her.

      “Go ahead,” I said with a smile, running my hands through her loose blonde hair. “You may have what you wanted.”

      Her hands tore greedily at the strings of my trousers, tugging them down along with my smallclothes all in one motion. Her wet, warm mouth engulfed my cock the moment it sprang free. She swallowed the head, massaging the shaft with her tongue and bobbing her throat up and down in a way that sent a shiver through me. I growled and gathered a handful of her hair, pulling her back so I could look her in the eyes while she pleasured me.

      “Yes,” I said, “let me look upon you, my beautiful Pride. My obedient Viceguard.” She grinned up at me, panting slightly, then ducked her head to pleasure me once again.

      “I love to please you, my lord,” she whispered when her mouth found a free moment. “I will always please you however you require.”

      “Good.” I gathered her hair again and pressed her mouth back to its heavenly work. She could swallow nearly half of my length, and I used her mouth as soundly as I would any other of her orifices. I lost myself in sweet bliss for a few moments and nearly came to my fall, but she sensed me approaching and pulled back, looking up at me with a hurt expression.

      “I still need you, my lord. The healer closed my wounds, but my spirit is still weak. Grant me this gift. Make me well again, my lord, as only you can. Please, Cain, my lord. Please!”

      As she begged me, her hands worked my shaft, keeping me hard. I laughed and looked down at her, tilting my head from side to side as if considering.

      “Take off your pants,” I said at last. “Slowly.”

      She scrambled to her feet and turned around. She knew what I liked to see. She bent forward over the bed and tugged the pants up taut before beginning to draw them down. Leisurely. This world’s garments clung to her womanly curves, making me regret that women from our own world had not dressed so.

      I grasped the firm flesh of Pride’s buttocks as her pants landed around her ankles. She stepped out of them and bent further forward, arching her back, inviting me.

      I peeled her cheeks open, and her dripping lips quivered with anticipation. I pushed her down on the bed and climbed on top of her, pressing her flat with my hips and grinding my rigid cock down her crevice and over her pulsating cunt. She moaned and shifted, pushing back against me as much as she could. I seized a handful of her hair and pulled her head sideways, exposing and biting the soft flesh of her neck. I breathed in the scent of her musk.

      I retracted my head, and my dark eyes met with Alia’s red ones across the room.

      “Do you want me?” I asked confidently, my words meant for a double audience.

      “Yes,” Pride moaned into the mattress.

      “Say it again.”

      “Yes, my lord,” she gasped, pushing herself up slightly and reaching back to grasp my cock. “Please...” She guided it towards her glistening slit.

      “For you, my Pride,” I said approvingly and thrust my hips forward.

      The sound that came out of her was halfway between a moan and a yowl. She arched up onto all fours despite carrying my weight, toes curled, fingers gripping the bedspread tightly.

      “Oh, my lord,” she gasped. “You feel so good... I want more. Please... oh please, my lord—“

      She cut off as I wrapped a hand around her mouth and rammed my hips into hers over and over again, taking her vigorously. I knew what she wanted, what she needed. I held her down and pounded my pelvis against her luscious body, savoring every stroke of penetration. She climaxed violently beneath me, shaking and shuddering, calling my name only to correct herself and use my title.

      I wrapped my arms around her torso and planted my hip in the mattress, rolling so that she ended up on top of me, still with myself deep inside her. She groaned and sat up, grinding down on me, her insides massaging the head of my member. I enjoyed the view of her gyrating on top of me and gave her rear end a light smack.

      “Turn around,” I commanded. She grunted in reply and twisted, throwing a leg over me and rotating so we were face-to-face. I tangled my hands in her hair again and pulled her down for a kiss, embracing her as she rode me in desperation. Slowly, I worked my hips in time with hers. She rose up and down like a piece of driftwood bobbing with the tide, rolling her head around and flicking her hair so it teased my chest. I grasped her cheeks and moved her hips to my satisfaction, then rolled her over again, winding up on top between her legs.

      I lost myself in her hair, in her lips, in her scent, in her touch. Pride was mine and mine alone, as was my Pridehold, a steadfast presence always with me. My warrior queen.

      I broke a long kiss and licked the sweat from the nape of her neck. We were both coated in salty froth by now. I wrapped my arms beneath her and pressed her firmly against me, driving my cock to the very hilt. She gasped the way she always did when I used my full length... part surprise, part gratification.

      “My lord...” she gasped as the thrusting of our hips found a rough rhythm. “Please... I need to...” I raked a hand down her chest and massaged the swollen apex of her mound, thrusting with even greater vigor.

      “What is it, first of my Viceguard?” I asked tauntingly. I could see the panic in her eyes. She was losing control.

      “Please my lord, let me... please!” Tears spurted from her eyes as she leaned forward and kissed my neck, hips gyrating, losing the ability to speak as pleasure consumed her.

      “Go ahead, then, Pride,” I whispered. “Come for me.”

      The climax that wracked her body came in waves. I held her firmly in my arms and continued my motion tirelessly, focusing on my own pleasure and allowing it to build inside the tightness of her cunt. Finally, I could take it no more. Pride, too, was skimming the edge of consciousness.

      “Do you want it?” I growled to her.

      “Yes, my lord... give me your gift,” she gasped.

      With a final deep thrust I came inside her, my hips convulsing and my muscles hardening for a moment before going soft with sweet, absolute relaxation. I melted forward and kissed Pride hard on the lips, enjoying her taste and the satisfying sensation of our lingering coupling. We stayed there awhile, enjoying the pleasant warmth of each other’s company. After some time, she stood up and gathered her clothing and armor.

      “I should rest, after all,” she said. “Thank you for that, my lord. My spirit is already greatly improved. I will leave you to... whatever you have planned for the rest of the night. Until the morrow?”

      “Until the morrow,” I said, dismissing her for the night. She slinked elegantly out of the room, still naked and dripping.

      I leaned back in the bed and put my hands behind my head, my eyes moving back to look at Alia. She had not moved from the corner, but she was sitting on her hands now and staring at me with a look that was equal parts subservient and hungry. I smiled. Not yet, little bloodsucker.

      “I don’t know if you require sleep,” I said.

      “I do,” she replied.

      “Well, you may choose any bed in the cathedral. Or you may sleep by my feet. The choice is yours.”

      I closed my eyes. I did not require sleep, but it was a luxury I could afford for the last few hours of the night. It had a way of putting my thoughts in order. And I was curious where Alia would be when I woke up.
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      I woke up once during the night to find Alia curled at my feet, then slept again until well after the sun had risen. When I woke, I ventured out onto the balcony for a breath of fresh air. I leaned on the railing and stared at the harsh stone wall of the next building across the alley, letting the sun warm my clothing and body as I prepared myself for the day. There would be much to do, many concerns to address, and details to finesse. Fortunately, I had faith in myself and my companions old and new.

      I strode through the cathedral wearing a fresh shirt and pants that I’d found in one of the former king’s wardrobes. I followed the sound of swiftly patterned footsteps and the smell of fresh sweat. In the basement, Pride was training with her daggers in full armor, using the room where we had found the sacrificial humans. She had scrubbed away the blood and stacked the cages against the wall, leaving a large clear space through which she flowed, twirled, stabbed, and slashed. She was a bladed whirlwind, seeming to be in two places at once, attacking and defending simultaneously.

      “I slept last night,” I said unceremoniously, interrupting her rhythm. She stopped and pushed the loose golden strands that had sprung from her ponytail behind her ears. “I feel rested, and yet my memory is no clearer. I still cannot comprehend how the Enemy defeated us, especially not when I see how well you fight.”

      “I slept as well,” she said, sliding her blades into their sheaths as naturally as a breeze slipping between trees. “Is this world making us soft?”

      “Perhaps,” I mused, scratching a hand over the stubble on my cheek, “or perhaps it is some effect of our passage through the portal, or whatever impacted our memories. There are many possibilities. Perhaps life on this world is more taxing.”

      “I hope that is not the case,” Pride laughed. “I would hate to waste so much time in bed every night.”

      “Not all of it was wasted,” I reminded her.

      “No,” she smiled, “not all. Time is never wasted in your bed.” A shadow crossed her face as she wiped sweat from her brow and turned to fetch a towel from a nearby chair. “But you spoke of the Enemy. I think we should consider His approach immediate. This cathedral is well positioned but poorly fortified. We should convert it into a proper defensive base and be more cautious in conquering this world. I do not believe that our next steps will be as easy as slaying a failing vampire king.”

      I crossed my arms and nodded, moving to stand closer to her. I spoke softly. “You are right. We entered this building with absolute ease. The lower entrances must be sealed and barricaded. Until we can arrange a proper escape route, we will have only one entrance and exit—the front door. We could hold a small army on those steps.”

      “Or about three bullet priests,” she pointed out.

      “Hush,” I replied. “They took us unaware. Up until we met them, everyone in this world had been pathetically weak. Now we know what we are up against, and we will triumph over them all.”

      “We must do more than barricade the lower entrances and windows,” she pointed out. “We have resources. What more can we do to defend ourselves?”

      I stroked my chin. “You could cast a permanent illusion to hide us from the eyes of most foes, could you not? I know you will need a different kind of resource for work of such magnitude, of course, but perhaps this world can provide that as well.”

      “You mean starfire?” she asked in surprise. “With even a small amount, I could extend an illusion that would cover the entire cathedral for years to come. But it was one of the rarest substances on our former world. What are the odds we can find the ashes of a dead star when we have need of one?”

      “You have not learned as much of this world’s technology as I have,” I informed her, thinking of the advanced functions of the cars, and how easily Alia had manipulated them to her will. “I put my faith in two things concerning the humans of this world. They are weak, but they have great ingenuity and determination.”

      Pride raised an eyebrow. “It seems a night’s sleep has given you a fresh perspective.”

      “I blame it on the pungent airs of this world. It is not as fresh as what we are accustomed to.”

      She laughed and shook her head before tossing her towel back onto the chair. “You truly believe the people of this world could... create starfire? Or even collect it? It is a harsh substance. It causes lesions and sickness to those who handle it save with the utmost knowledge and care. And save for me, of course.”

      “If you were as weak as these people, would you not learn to exercise great knowledge and care?” I bounced on the balls of my feet, feeling light without the weight of my armor. “I am confident we will find all the starfire we need.”

      “What’s starfire?” Alia’s meek voice asked from the doorway. Pride and I turned towards her as the vampire walked in. She wore tight black clothing as usual and had done her dark and pale makeup thicker than usual today. “Sorry, my lord. I couldn’t help but overhear.”

      “No matter,” I said, beckoning for her to join us. “Perhaps you will have some knowledge of this. Starfire is the most potent fuel known to our world. So potent, as Pride was saying, that it causes great harm to living creatures. The everlasting power of the stars burns within, and it glows with an ethereal presence. Starfire bears its name because it is born in the corpse of a dying star.”

      “Dying star... like a supernova? Hm. Uranium comes from supernovas, right? Do you mean nuclear fuel?” Alia popped a hip to the side, leaning her fist on it. “I can see why you might call it... starfire. It sounds like your world was a little... no offense, primitive.”

      “A super what?” Pride asked.

      “It’s what we call a dying star. Stars go boom-boom. Space dust becomes new planets and stars... never mind. We have entire factories dedicated to creating and using uranium as a fuel source.”

      Pride and I shared a hungry glance. It sounded as though our needs could be filled with ease. Such a valuable and dangerous substance would certainly be well defended, but would that matter to ones such as us?

      “Where is the nearest one of these uranium factories?” I demanded.

      “Well, they’re called nuclear power plants,” she chuckled, “but you’re actually in luck. There’s one not too far from here. It’s maybe an hour’s drive outside the city. But we’d need... resources.”

      I frowned. “Is this a problem which your paper currency cannot solve?”

      “What, cash?” Her dark eyebrows rose to her matching hairline. “Cash can solve pretty much any problem on Earth, if you’ve got enough of it.”

      “Come,” I said and walked out of the room. Both women followed me up two flights of stairs and back to my chambers, where I opened the damaged safe and gestured at the remaining pile of money. “Will this suffice?”

      “Whoa,” Alia breathed. “I knew the vampire king was loaded, but... yeah, this should do fine.” She reached into the safe and gathered a thick wad of the bills. I had no concept of how much value it held, but I assumed a great deal by the expression on her face. “I’ll need this to get started. We need to buy some crypto, as much as I can, so that I can start buying what we need off the deep web.”

      Pride and I shared another glance, this one borne of pure confusion.

      “Crypts? Necromancy?” Pride asked.

      I frowned. “Deep web? I have not heard of this dark magic before.”

      “Oookay,” Alia rolled her eyes, “I guess I forgot who I’m dealing with for a moment. Why don’t you leave everything to me? It’ll go much faster that way.”

      “No,” I shook my head. “Teach me everything you do.”

      She sighed. “Alright... follow me.”

      She led us to what must have been her bedroom. It contained a large bed and dresser, a number of expensive looking pieces of art, and a shiny humming machine with a smooth glass face that lit up when she touched it.

      “This is my computer,” she explained. “I’ll be able to order pretty much everything we need through here, but first I have to set up a meeting with a contact who can get us the crypto. Electronic currency. Cash to crypto is virtually untraceable.”

      “Hold fast there,” I said, placing a hand on the back of the wheeled chair she had sat in. “How does the computer work?”

      “It would take me literally a week to explain that,” she said dismissively, “but I use it by typing on this keyboard and touching things on the screen. Or clicking this mouse. See?”

      “Interesting.” I examined the instruments connected to the machine as she used them. “And you are sending a message to your courier?”

      “Yes,” she smiled up at me. “That’s all you really need to know, don’t you think?”

      “Absolutely not,” I retorted. “I will accompany you to the meeting. Pride, you stay here and continue fortifying the base.”

      “Yes, my lord.” If my second-in-command felt any jealousy at me spending time with a female outside of the Viceguard, she did not show it. She returned to the basement while Alia and I headed out the front doors, down the stone steps, and along the sidewalk. She raised her hood and donned a pair of dark glasses, scowling as if the sun put her in a foul mood.

      “Are we taking the same car as yesterday?” I asked.

      “No, we can walk. It’s not far. But if we were taking a car, it’d need to be a different one. The authorities around here are actually pretty sharp, after a fashion. They’d figure out what we were up to if we used the same stolen vehicle two days in a row.”

      Side by side we strode along the street, past small shops and tall residential buildings with balconies not unlike the one outside my chambers.

      “Are you sure that this contact of yours can deliver the... ethereal currency that we need?” I asked, thinking of the sizeable lump of cash Alia had stuffed beneath her jacket.

      “Oh yeah, I’ve worked with him before. Cyborg is the best,” she said with a grin.

      I sensed that there was some relevance to the name, but I did not understand it so I lapsed into silence. We came to a strange structure formed of the same smooth stone as the path we walked on. It was a walled platform supported on pillars and filled top to bottom with vehicles of all kinds.

      “What is this?” I asked, “a market display of some kind?”

      “No,” Alia laughed. “It’s a parking garage for that big building right next door. Cyborg always meets in parking garages and deals out of the trunk of rental cars. He’s pretty smart that way.”

      “Deal? Are we buying something?”

      “Not today,” she said. “Unless there’s something you want?” I shook my head, and she shrugged. “Well, we brought plenty of cash.”

      Cyborg was a middle-aged man with a slight belly and a short, grizzled, graying beard. He stood in the shadows at the back of the garage, behind a low heavy-looking car. He snuffed a burning stick of foul incense beneath his shoe when he saw us and came forward to meet us in the light.

      “You didn’t say you were bringing company,” he said, scowling.

      “I didn’t think I was, but he’s cool. He’s the buyer,” she replied.

      “Usually I don’t meet the buyer. That’s why I have an intermediary like you.” He seemed upset, but only vaguely so. I wrinkled my nose. The heady smell of his noxious incense had lingered.

      “Well, you can have my cut this time. Double my cut. Just help us out, alright? We just want to cycle cash into crypto.”

      Cyborg licked his lips and looked from me to Alia and back again. He seemed to be considering whether he could afford to make a crass remark and rightly realized that he could not.

      “Alright, fine,” he said, looking around briefly, then leaning in and lowering his voice. “How much do you want?”

      “As much as this gets us, after you take your cut and your bonus,” she said slyly, passing the stack of bills into his meaty palm. Cyborg’s eyes bulged, but he slid the stack into the folds of his trench coat without pausing to count or even examine it.

      “Damn,” he said, “unless that was a newspaper or a bunch of ones bound together, you’ve moved up in the world, Alia.”

      “I told you,” she jerked her thumb at me. “He’s the buyer. But yeah, you could say that. When can I expect the coins in my account?”

      “Come on, baby girl. It’s me you’re talking to. By the time you get home and get that toaster oven you call a computer up and running, you’ll be the richest little vamp on the web. Anything else I can do for you?” He raised his eyebrows hopefully. “Any hardware?”

      “Not today.” She stretched up on tiptoe and patted him on the cheek. Then we strolled out of the garage. As we walked home, I noticed the dark, low car cruising away. True to the man’s word, by the time we returned to the cathedral, Alia confirmed that we were wealthy in the intangible currency.

      “Good,” I said, once again leaning over her shoulder while she sat at the computer. “Now, find us a map of this nuclear power plant you spoke of.”

      “That will take a bit,” she explained. “I’ll have to put out some feelers on the deep web.”

      “In the meantime, you can explain this deep web to me.” I turned and sat on the edge of the table so I could face both her and the glass wall she called a screen.

      Alia sighed and steepled her fingers. “Okay. So, the web is the internet, which is basically a giant information repository. It’s more than that, but for now, just think about it as a collection of documents. All the documents in the world, stored electronically and accessible from any terminal.”

      “An enchanted library of great power?”

      “It is, I guess, except without the enchanted part.” She shrugged.

      “But what of the deep web, then?”

      “Well, the internet doesn’t literally contain all the documents in the world. Some things are censored by governments and other ruling bodies. The deep web is a place where people can share those types of documents and connect regarding... prohibited activities.”

      I cracked my knuckles. “Such as buying and selling the layout of a nuclear power plant?”

      She smiled. “Exactly.”

      I turned around and looked at the computer again. “But how will it arrive?”

      “Electronic delivery. Online.”

      I pursed my lips, impressed by this deep web service. I watched over Alia’s shoulder while she sent several more messages, then gestured for her to follow me when she stood up.

      “Come, you are strong but you still require training. While we wait, we can—“

      “Actually,” she interrupted, “there’s something else I need to do. We’re going to need a truck in order to transport the uranium out of the power plant. It’d be best to have one all prepared and ready to go. I should be able to take care of that in a few hours, but it’ll be easiest if I go alone. Also, I’ll need a bit more cash.”

      I nodded. “Take whatever you need.”

      She returned before the gathering night, flashing a ring of keys and promising that the truck was stowed a short distance away. I did not bother asking how she had obtained it. I was in her bedroom, studying a map of the city which I had managed to summon to her computer’s screen.

      “Here, let me get in there.” She slid into the chair and manipulated the computer. More viewing windows appeared. “Good news.” She turned her pretty, youthful face up towards me. “I found someone willing to sell us the power plant’s blueprints.”
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      “I should scout ahead,” Pride whispered in the dark of night. “My illusions will keep me safe from the guardsmen’s eyes. I will be swiftest and most silent on my own.”

      The three of us crouched behind a stand of bushes two blocks away from the massive structure of the power plant. It was fortified and under heavy guard, the closest thing to a castle I had encountered in this strange world.

      “No,” Alia replied tensely. “You don’t know the terrain or this world. You could trigger an alarm that you don’t even see. I should scout ahead first. I’ll come right back and report.”

      “Perhaps,” Pride hesitated, looking to me. “My lord?”

      “You know I trust you and your judgment as soundly as my aim with a sword’s thrust,” I said, “but Alia may be the best choice for this particular task. She has studied the blueprints and the surrounding area. And she is of this world.”

      The first of my Viceguard nodded but seemed to waver.

      “Do you not trust Alia?” I asked.

      “No,” Pride said hesitantly. “I do.”

      “Very well, then,” I replied. “Alia, go and survey the defenses.”

      The vampire gave me a deferential nod, then scampered across the street and towards the power plant. She disappeared behind another hedge. I was alone with Pride and the sounds of the insects in the grass.

      “I know what you are thinking,” Pride said softly, after a moment of silence.

      “Really?” I jested. “I do not recall you having the power to look into a man’s mind.”

      “You know what I mean,” she replied. “You should not be so quick to trust beings encountered on this world. Especially not those who were beholden to a ruler you killed in cold blood.”

      I shook my head. “Alia had no love for the vampire king.”

      “Or so she wants you to believe.”

      “Well, I believe it. Not everything is a conspiracy, Pride.”

      Whispered footsteps and a dark blur announced Alia’s return. She stole up to us and crouched by the bushes, pushing dark bangs back from her pale face.

      “I found a side entrance that isn’t quite so heavily guarded as the main one,” she announced. “We should be able to get in there easily enough, either by force or by creating a distraction.” She looked at Pride. “Will your illusions work on security cameras?”

      Pride and I shared a confused glance. “What are security cameras?” she asked.

      “Right.” Alia rolled her eyes. “I guess you wouldn’t know, being old-timey magic aliens and all.”

      “Skulking in the shadows does not suit us,” I growled, straightening up. “You said the side gate could be taken by force. Let us do that. There will be no need for illusions, then.”

      “My lord.” Pride took hold of my hand and pulled on it until I crouched next to her. “If we err, let us err on caution’s side. We know so little of this world’s ways.”

      “This world’s strength is oft hidden, it is true.” I sighed. “Alia, explain the defenses to us in terms we might understand.”

      “Hoo boy, this could take some doing.” The vampire sat cross-legged and leaned forward. “Okay, the first thing to consider is the electric fence. Even if you two could plow through it, you’d trigger an alarm before we even reached the building. That means we’ve got to go through one of the gates, and I’ve selected the one with the fewest guards.” She drew a little outline in the grass with one finger that approximated the shape of the power plant. “The gates are combination locked, set to a random key that changes every twelve hours. The guards on shift carry a device with the key, so they always know the code. Even if we could get the codes from the guards, though, we can’t use them. Any unscheduled use of the access code triggers a silent alarm. Which is a problem because it means even more guys with even more guns.”

      “Guns. The bullet crossbows,” I said. “I have dealt with those before.”

      She shook her head. “I saw the news. You faced off with a cop carrying a standard issue sidearm that’s designed not to penetrate body armor. The CAR-15s the guards at the plant have will punch big holes in your fancy suit, I don’t care what it’s made of.”

      “It was forged from the flayed hide of a living dragon,” I replied.

      “What, really? Wow,” she said. “Okay, I honestly don’t know whether the rifle rounds would pierce that, but I’d rather not find out. And I know for sure too many of those bullets can kill me, so I vote for a plan that doesn’t get us all shot.”

      “Perhaps you should remain hidden, then,” I suggested. “This may seem quite impassable to you, but I can defeat the guards and their guns. I can break the locks and the barriers, even without my Lustblade. That is where Pride’s illusions come in.”

      “But we don’t know if those will work on the security cams!” Alia protested. “Seriously, I don’t like the idea of putting myself in the line of fire. Even getting too close to those fences is a bad idea. If someone pushes you up against them, you’re fried.”

      I shook my head. “You will be fine. Pride, make it your priority to protect Alia.” Both women scowled at that, but both of them nodded a moment later. I could see some color rising in Alia’s cheeks. She was unused to being seen as a weakness. With any luck, that would encourage her to evolve.

      “Good,” I said. “Are there any other security measures we must consider?”

      “Not that I know of,” Alia shook her head, “but we won’t see for certain until we’re in there.”

      “Well,” I rubbed my hands together. “Let us move while the night is still young.”

      In single file we stole down the sidewalk and across the street, first me, then Alia, then Pride dashing from bush to tree to a pool of shadows, never visible for more than a moment. We looped around the power plant in this fashion until I saw the side entrance Alia had described. I paused in the shadow of a large sign and waited for the women to catch up to me. They settled into low kneeling positions, breathing silently, at the ready.

      Two guards stood in front of the side gate, which was large enough for a truck to drive through unimpeded when opened. I could see the heavy locks on the gates Alia had spoken of, and the rifles in the hands of the guards, held at the ready.

      “Pride,” I whispered. “Cloak me.” I felt the familiar shifting of arcane energies as my second-in-command cast a spell, forcing the air around me to fold upon itself and render me all but invisible in the darkness.

      I left the safety of the shadows and strode across the road, through the silver wash of moonlight and into the glow of the power plant’s floodlights. I moved silently, slowly enough that my armor did not rattle. The guards never saw me coming.

      I approached one from the side and elbowed him hard in the jaw, grasping his weapon as he fell. His partner turned towards him in shock, but before he could open his mouth to raise the alarm, I had silenced him by using the stout weapon as a club. As both guards slumped to the ground, I threw my shoulder against the solid gate and heaved.

      The women joined me moments later, sheltered beneath their own shimmering cloak.

      “This is well built... indeed.” I panted as I struggled against the massive door.

      “Try attacking it here,” Alia recommended, pointing to a groove on the side of the electronic lock. “If you can pop this off, the gates should open right up.”

      I drew my dagger and wedged it into the groove, then threw my weight behind it. I had to struggle for several minutes, but soon the lock came free. As it clattered to the ground the gates swung open.

      “See?” Alia grinned. “No problem. Come on, the fuel is stored in this direction. Stick close to the fence, but don’t touch it—it’s just as electrified on the inside as the outside.”

      We raced along the fence silently, detouring only as necessary to avoid patches of bright light. I sensed an elemental power in the braided wall of metal—the power of thunder and lightning. We looped our way around the massive building until Alia raised a hand, calling a halt.

      “See that little shack?” she asked, pointing at a small outbuilding. “That’s where they store the fuel from incoming deliveries before it gets taken inside the plant itself. It’ll only be a small amount, but more than enough for our purposes. Think you can break that door?”

      “Give me but a moment,” I said confidently and strode across the open space. Unfortunately, I found the door unlatched. It rolled upwards effortlessly, unveiling an empty shed.

      “Fuck,” Alia whispered as she and Pride joined me. “They must have just emptied it or stopped using it altogether. I guess we’ll have to go inside to the main fuel storage area.”

      “Do you know the way?”

      She blinked twice, then nodded. “I memorized the plans, follow me.”

      We crept toward the side of the building but were forced to cower in the shadows of some stacked pallets when a two-man patrol came by, wielding electric torches. I moved toward them but felt Pride’s hand on my shoulder.

      “My lord, be cautious,” she whispered.

      “No, take them!” Alia hissed. “We need their keycards to get inside!”

      I did not hesitate. I leaped straight up and vaulted over the pile of wood, landing heavily on the guards as they wandered past. They cried out in alarm as I bore them to the ground, but a moment later they were both dead as I mashed their skulls into the asphalt. I stood up and dusted my hands.

      “Find your key card,” I said. “I’ll concern myself with any more who find their way to us.”

      Alia’s swift hands darted to one guard’s belt, and then we were inside the building and moving down a long, immaculately clean hallway.

      “Keep your faces down for the security cams,” Alia suggested. “Just in case the illusions don’t work on them.”

      “I shy away from nothing,” I replied, but I tilted my chin toward the ground just the same.

      Alia led us through a series of twists and turns, touching the thin rectangular key to several doors in order to gain access. “This is it,” she said at last as she touched her key to the final door.

      Rather than open, the door made a single squawking sound. A red light above it shone on us.

      “Shit,” she said. “This guard must not have had clearance for the storage area. Maybe if we find someone else and take their card...”

      “There’s no time for such a gamble,” I said. “Stand aside.” I took a few steps back and braced myself against the far wall. I sprinted across the hall and slammed my armored shoulder against the door. My efforts left behind a significant dent, but the door stayed shut. I backed up and slammed my weight into the sealed entrance again and again. On the fourth attempt it gave way, and I stumbled into a dry room filled with closed metal barrels. All of them bore a strange yellow and orange symbol on the side, which I had never seen before.

      “This is it,” Alia said as she stepped in behind me. “We hit the jackpot.”

      Pride stepped to the nearest canister and crouched, wrapping her arms around it in a tight hug. With a deep breath, she heaved and lifted it, tottering slightly as she adjusted to the load. “This will be enough for a time,” she said.

      “We want enough to last longer than only a time,” I pointed out. “All of time sounds better to me.” I moved down the row of barrels and hoisted two of them, one beneath each arm. They were dense and filled to the brim. I could barely feel the matter inside shift at all.

      “Right,” Alia said. She tried to pick up a barrel in the same way as Pride, but her arms slid up its slick outside. She blushed. “Fuck. Give me a minute. I can get this.”

      “Leave it,” I said, “Pride and I can carry plenty. It will be better for you to stay mobile and scout for guards, anyway.” She nodded, but the crimson color remained in her pale cheeks. That hungry look returned to her eyes as she led the way into the hall.

      “Right behind me!” she cried, re-entering the storage room at double speed. “We must have triggered a silent alarm when we broke the door open. There’s a four-man patrol headed this way. They’ll be here in about five seconds, but I don’t think they saw me.”

      I put the barrels down as quietly as I could and gestured for the women to stay back. I pulled the daggers from Pride’s belt and pressed myself flat against the wall beside the open doorway, waiting until I could hear the footsteps drawing near. Then I rolled around the empty door frame and sprang toward the guardsmen.

      Like a rapid-fire catapult I flung the daggers in quick succession, first each of Pride’s pair, and then my own. The first one took a guard in his left eye, the second struck another guard in the throat, and the third made it a symmetrical trio as it pierced a shocked guard’s right eye. All three of them fell, screaming and gurgling. Stifling his shock, the remaining soldier leveled his lengthy gun at me and opened fire.

      I slid beneath the spray of metal bits as the salvo of small explosions scoured my ears. I drew my sword as I came to a halt in front of him and thrust it upwards, through his stomach and out his back beside his spine. The man died with a surprised look on his face, black weapon falling from nerveless hands.

      “Holy shit,” Alia breathed. She had watched the entire skirmish from the doorway.

      “Gather their guns,” I commanded. I had been impressed by the potency of these weapons, especially the larger ones. The bullets from the last guard’s weapon had chewed a long hole in the wall behind me. “It may prove handy to have some of these weapons at our disposal, especially with Wrath absent from my Viceguard.”

      “These longer ones are called rifles.” Alia picked up the four rifles, carrying them in her arms as Pride and I gathered the three barrels of uranium.

      “Lead the way,” I told the vampire.

      We followed her down the twisting hallways, through many locked doors, and out into the fenced compound.

      “Where are you going?” I demanded as Alia headed in an unfamiliar direction.

      “They’ll be all over the side gate by now,” she explained, tossing the words over her shoulder. “We have to take the main entrance!”

      “Very well,” I said. “Lead on.”

      We threaded our way between trucks, stacks of pallets, and large dark tanks I could not explain. Finally, we paused behind a large vessel which reeked of rotting trash.

      “I knew it!” Alia said excitedly as she peered around the corner. “They only left a couple guys at the front gate. They’re expecting us to go out the way we came in! You can handle this, right?”

      “Our hands are occupied,” I replied, nodding at the barrels beneath my arms. Pride grunted in agreement. “You’ll have to take care of this pair.”

      For a moment Alia’s face fell, but then a devious smile replaced the lost expression. She tucked the rifles down behind the refuse container and messed her hair and clothing up. She sprinted out into the open.

      “Help!” she screamed. “The intruders are over here! Help me, help me! They want to kill me!”

      “What the fuck?” I heard one of the guards call. “Who are you, bitch? How’d you get in here?”

      “Dr. Metzger brought me in for the night. I’m his, you know, girlfriend.”

      “What? That isn’t allowed. But, fuck, we’ve got bigger fish to fry. Where are the intruder—aaah!”

      I heard a body hit the ground, followed by a trio of gunshots and a pause. The thud of another body joined the first.

      “Alia,” I said, hustling out into the moonlight.

      She stood over the two corpses, blowing smoke from the barrel of a freshly captured rifle. “Yes, my lord,” she said demurely.

      “Get the other guns,” I growled, “and get us out of here!”

      She searched one of the guards briefly before turning to manipulate the gate. It opened. Alia gathered the remaining rifles and led the way out into the street.

      “There they are!” a voice shouted, followed by the staccato of weapons attacking. Bullets hailed the road around our feet.

      “Run!” I grunted, plowing onward at full tilt despite the weight of my burden. Pride and Alia raced in my wake. We moved swiftly down the street and around the corner before the power plant’s guards had exited the gate. We reached the truck, and Alia scrambled for the driver’s seat. We dropped the barrels, and I boosted Pride into the truck before passing the barrels to her one at a time. I leaped into the truck’s rear beside her as more guns sounded behind us.

      “Don’t let them shoot at us!” Alia screamed from the front of the truck, her voice barely reaching my ears. “If they pop a tire, we’ll be stuck here!”

      Pride and I exchanged a slow smile, then dropped out of the truck and sprinted in opposite directions. We drew the attacks away from the precious vehicle, running in patterns toward the guards, then cutting inward and attacking them simultaneously.

      There were six of them; it made little difference. They died to our blades as swiftly as goats taken to slaughter. We left them where they lay and ran back to the truck as Alia began to drive away, leaping into the back with the barrels.

      “We are not safe,” I said in a rushed voice, adrenaline high. “The authorities... those cops will have been alerted, will they not? They will be on their way.”

      As if on cue, I heard the familiar whining wail that signified their approach.

      “I can take care of that.” Pride flicked blood from her daggers and sheathed one. She gripped the other in both hands. She lifted it high and brought it down hard on the top of a barrel.

      Twang!

      The dagger pierced the metallic lid, and my spirit vision detected an eerie glow leaking out.

      “There,” Pride said, passing her hand through the small shaft of luminescence. “The truck is invisible. Now we are safe.”
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      Pride’s face was a mask of serene focus as she maintained the illusion protecting us, one hand cupped above the glow emanating from the punctured barrel.

      “Are you certain?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she replied. “They could walk right up to us and not know we are here. This starfire is potent, my lord.”

      “Good,” I nodded and pivoted as the truck leaned around a turn, “I will check on Alia.”

      “You seem regularly concerned with her wellbeing,” the first of my Viceguard noted.

      “And what of it?” I asked. “She is of this world—she is fragile, even if stronger than an ordinary human. Besides, there is much for her to teach us. I would not waste any time.”

      “Is that why she sleeps in your bed?” Pride asked lightly.

      “She sleeps by my feet,” I corrected, “which is her place. You know you are welcome to share my blankets any time. You always say you prefer your own space.”

      She turned her exquisite face away. “I know.”

      “Then speak no more on it.” I turned and trudged to the little door separating the cargo area from the truck’s cab. I pulled it open and managed to squeeze my muscular frame through, arriving in the passenger seat next to the vampire, who was hunched forward over the wheel.

      “Are you unwell?” I asked.

      “It’s just... weird,” she said, jerking the wheel and making a sharp turn. “No one can see me. I have to be three times as careful not to run into anything. And we’ve got a problem. I was listening on a police scanner a minute ago—they’re setting up roadblocks all around the area. We can’t get out fast enough, so we’re going to have to go to ground for a while. I know an abandoned building nearby with a parking lot that should be empty. We’ll go there, and as long as Pride’s illusions hold up, we should be fine waiting until they figure they missed us.”

      I nodded. I did not understand all the complexities of her plan, but it sounded well thought out. “Do it.” I settled into the padded seat and watched in fascination as a guardsman’s car sped past with lights and sirens blaring. Between Pride’s illusion and Alia’s careful driving, we might as well have not existed.

      “So I guess you’ve got big plans for this stuff back at the cathedral huh?” Alia asked, glancing in the rearview mirror. “It’s pretty amazing what Pride can do with it.”

      “Yes,” I agreed. “And she will be capable of concealing the entire cathedral. Which I believe is necessary. It was not so well fortified, unlike the power plant. It took longer to steal the fuel than it did to invade the vampire king’s stronghold and kill him. Could we harness the same security measures as the power plant?”

      Alia raised an eyebrow and glanced at me, her focus remaining on the road. “The departed king was about as old fashioned as could be. He didn’t even have a computer, and he made me keep mine in my room because the sound it makes annoyed him. He was against the idea of installing modern security measures. In his mind, having that kind of convenience to rely on would have made us as soft as the humans.”

      I stroked the coarse stubble on my chin. “So we could still improve our defenses using this world’s tools? I do not think we would require identical defenses, but surely there are more subtle tactics that can be equally effective.”

      She smiled. “You bet your ass there are... my lord. I mean, with the kind of money you’ve got, we can afford just about everything the plant had other than the armed guards. Salaries add up quickly. But we can also afford a whole slew of other fun things. I think this is going to be my favorite project at that damned cathedral.”

      “What do you have in mind?”

      Her smile widened, displaying those sparkling fangs. “Landmines, tripwires, maybe some electrified nets... you’ve got a lot to learn, my lord.” There was nothing snide in her tone, for once. She seemed earnestly interested in teaching me.

      “I know what a tripwire is, and an electrified net seems self-explanatory now that I understand the fences at the plant. But what are landmines?”

      An evil chuckle emanated from her throat. “Landmines are devices you conceal on or just beneath the ground. Basically, if there’s an area that you don’t want anyone to cross through, you fill it with mines. Anyone steps or drives over them, they go boom. Modern ones started seeing use in World War Two.”

      I frowned. “These devices must be rather large and expensive.”

      She laughed. “They range in size from one of my hands to the circumference of your head. And they’re dirt cheap. Hell, if you want to save a few bucks we can buy some of Cyborg’s homemade brand.”

      I blinked. “Your friend Cyborg can build explosives?”

      She made a long left turn and got the truck straightened out before responding. “Cyborg can build pretty much anything if you give him the right incentive.”

      “Impressive. You are becoming more and more useful,” I said, stroking my chin again.

      “Gee, thanks,” she retorted sarcastically.

      “Tell me more about that World War you mentioned. World War Two? So there was a first? And a third?”

      She shrugged. “Yeah, there was a World War One. Some call it the Great Conflict. As for World War Three... it’s either currently ongoing, or never going to happen. It depends on who you ask. But yeah, World War Two inspired a massive arms race and some huge leaps in technology. I’m a bit of a history buff when it comes to the wars, I guess. A lot of modern inventions that we take for granted would never have existed without those drawn out conflicts.”

      “It sounds rather fantastic,” I agreed. “The entire world at war. Even I never accomplished that feat.”

      “Oh, the world wars didn’t involve the entire world,” she said. “They were just called that because they were the clash of the major military powers of the time, and pretty much spanned the globe. Especially World War Two.”

      “Oh,” I said, feeling slightly let down. “Still, that is war on a scale I have never witnessed. A world... it would require such an immense level of organization. The knights alone would make up armies. And weapons like I have never imagined. You said there were advancements in technology during these wars?”

      Alia turned the steering wheel hand over hand, guiding the big truck into a large covered structure that was empty save for the rotted out husk of what might have once been a car. A parking lot, she had called it. She stopped the car in the corner and silenced it before breathing out a long sigh of relief.

      “Okay,” she said. “We should be good now. We’ve just got to wait out the barricades. No way will they keep them up longer than twelve hours. They’ll think we made it out of their perimeter.” She twisted in her seat. “I guess we’ve got time for a little history lesson. So, you know about crossbows, right?”

      I nodded. “I prefer mounted archers for most skirmishes, but a fist of crossbows can be a valuable weapon in the right spot.”

      She grinned wolfishly and raked her hair out of her eyes. “I guess the guys who invented the first guns must have thought so too, because they created something that went further in the direction the crossbow had already started. Early long guns were called muskets, and they were less accurate than a bow or a crossbow and took forever to reload. But they had a massive advantage when it came to projectile speed and penetrating power.”

      I nodded in rapt attention. Oh, how I fancied the weapons of war.

      “Pretty soon guns were all the rage. We created rifling and shaped bullets, which made them even more accurate than a good crossbow, and found a bunch of ways to reduce load times. In World War One automatic weapons changed the face of land combat, although they didn’t become reliable, handheld assault weapons like those CAR-15s until World War Two. Hell, these days half the manufacturers out there still can’t make a decent assault rifle that doesn’t jam halfway through the first magazine.”

      “Guns seem like... clean weapons, though,” I said. “More like a sharp sword than a mace. An expert can choose to give an opponent a swift death, or merely cripple him for life.” I pawed at the sword on my hip, which had been forced laterally across my lap when I sat in the seat.

      “That’s only because you haven’t seen a shotgun yet.”

      “A shot-gun?”

      She gave a low whistle. “Okay... think about it this way. So most guns control a small explosion in order to propel a bullet—a slender projectile—along a specific trajectory. It’s like threading a needle, or shooting a tiny, ultra-powerful crossbow. Shotguns are not clean. Rather than firing a single projectile, they propel many tiny projectiles in a conical blast. It’s like... fuck, I don’t know. A whole bunch of tiny crossbows shooting in the same general direction.”

      “Sounds deadly,” I commented, “and difficult to evade. You humans certainly do have a tendency towards loud weapons. I am surprised you did not venture into other fields of combat. Magic, for example.”

      “I’m not human anymore,” she reminded me, red eyes peering from beneath long, hooded lashes. She shook her head. “We may not know magic, but we know madness, and a lot of other shit. I bet some of the biological and chemical warfare we’ve implemented over the years would make even you want to run to a different world.”

      I leaned close to her. “You think so, do you?”

      She shivered and licked her lips. “Okay, maybe not. Maybe you’d just be impressed. We’ve done some nasty things with gases, diseases... pretty much anything that can be turned against the human body has been considered fair game at some point.”

      I nodded. “The weaker the warrior, the more ruthless they must learn to be. I can certainly see how diseases would make a fine weapon. On my world it was commonplace to poison an enemy’s water supply or catapult corpses over the walls during a siege. But how could one adequately control a gas for use on a battlefield?”

      “By not actually using a gas,” she said with a wink, and then flinched away from a distant wolf’s howl. Or perhaps it was a dog, which seemed more commonplace in the city.

      “Damn coyotes,” she muttered. “Anyway, some genius, I can’t remember his name, figured out a way to disperse some highly toxic chemicals as a fine mist. It could travel over significant distances without dispersing too much, when the wind was right. It was a gamble, but everything in war was back then. Hasn’t changed much, I guess.”

      I leaned back in my seat, trying to imagine the human soldiers of years past dying to disease and toxins while they fought with ineffective firearms. “Perhaps the people of this world are not as weak and helpless as I thought.”

      “Helpless,” she repeated. “That’s not what I’d call the people of Earth. We’re more likely to blow our entire world up than be overtaken by aliens, I think.”

      I chuckled. “Surely you do not have explosives of that magnitude.” My merriment froze. “Do you?” I sat forward and turned fully to look at her.

      “We call them nuclear bombs. Nukes for short. They’re big enough to wipe out small islands and countries, and we have a lot of them. Especially here, in this country. We’re considered the world’s main superpower by most, to be honest.”

      I raised a confused eyebrow. “So the vampire king spoke the truth?”

      “No, no... the president rules the country, if you can call it ruling.”

      “President? This is the first I have heard of a president. I should like to meet this man. He has a challenge to answer.”

      “He won’t answer your challenge. He’s surrounded by security guards at all times, and he likes it that way.”

      “A coward?”

      “You’d find most of our rulers weak and helpless in an actual fight. The ones with the greatest power aren’t soldiers and warriors. At least in the places you’d want to live.”

      I frowned. “That is a difficult perspective for me to consider.” I lifted a hand and flexed it in front of my face, trying to imagine it being frail and wasted. Powerless. I could not. Even my defeat at the hands of the Enemy had been a glorious battle. None who had observed it would dare say differently.

      The silence between us lingered as the flashing lights of a police car sped past the lot. I looked out for a long moment at the dusty shadows. I felt a brimming sense of confidence. I had barely been on this world a few days, and already I had overthrown a king, liberated slaves, and begun building a seat of power that could resist this world’s threats. But was I so certain of that? Suddenly, I found myself considering how small my place in that vast world really was. Perhaps I knew weakness more closely than I allowed myself to realize.

      “So,” I said gruffly, “we are in a kingdom ruled by a man who hides behind a wall of guards, yet wields an arsenal capable of leveling the planet.” I tried not to grit my teeth as I thought of the amount of power this president wielded. “I underestimated the humans of this world. I must have some of this amazing power for my own purposes. I will have it, all of it.” I rubbed my hands together as I imagined this world burning all around me, forcing those who survived the carnage to bow at my feet.

      “You’ll have it,” Alia said. “When I first met you, I knew you were different. Powerful. Important. That’s why I brought you to the king so easily. I knew you deserved his position. That you deserve any position you want.”

      I smiled and reached out a hand to caress her cheek. Her skin was as soft as it was pale.

      “Your words drip with honey,” I said. “But know that if you deceive me, I will end your life. And not quickly. Believe that.”

      She gulped. “I do. My lord. But I promise I will become so useful to you, you’ll want to keep me at your side forever.” She leaned closer, almost purring in my ear.

      “See that you do,” I replied. “I will admit you have performed admirably thus far.”

      “Thank you,” she pulled back innocently and bit her lip. “I wish I could see inside your mind, to understand all the plans you’re hatching. You can share it all with me, my lord. I’m your servant.”

      “In due time.” I patted her leg. “I will need your assistance with many aspects of my planning. But for now, I must think on things.”

      “What’s your plan?” Alia asked.

      “To conquer the world and prepare for my Enemy,” I replied simply.

      “I don’t know who that is...” she trailed off.

      I did not look at her this time. Neither do I.
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      Eventually, the deep shadows of night shrank away beneath the brilliance of the rising sun. Despite the parking lot’s roof, I could see the burning fiery orb peeking between two buildings as it crested the horizon. I glanced over and realized that Alia had fallen asleep. Rather than rouse her I opened the door leading to the storage compartment and waved at Pride.

      The first of my Viceguard looked up from where she had been concentrating on the punctured barrel. A thin film of sweat coated her brow from maintaining a static illusion for so long without the proper rituals. If we did not return to the cathedral soon, she would certainly exhaust herself.

      “Hold strong awhile longer,” I told her. “We must be safe to move out by now.”

      “Have you been having a pleasant time with your new toy?” Pride asked waspishly.

      I smirked. I wonder if either of the women would believe that both had referred to the other as my toy.

      “She has been teaching me much of this world’s ways and most particularly their wars. Do you know they have had three great wars, called World Wars? And one of them is still ongoing, though seemingly so secret she doubts its existence.”

      “No, I did not know that,” my second replied.

      “I am learning more and more of this world’s might—might that could become my own.”

      She nodded, and we said no more on the matter. I returned to the truck’s cab and sat beside Alia, closing the door behind me.

      “Is everything alright?” the vampire asked.

      “Splendid,” I replied.

      She gave me a funny look, with her brow crinkled and her lips pursed.

      “Are you unwell?” I asked. We could not afford for her to take ill suddenly.

      “No,” she replied, “it’s just... something you said sounded strangely familiar. Like... I dunno. Something my grandpa would have said.”

      “Many guessed me to be ancient, but I am much younger than the lords of old,” I informed her.

      “Shut up,” she replied, crossing her arms. “Are we getting out of here?”

      “Yes, but remember we are invisible and need to take the necessary precautions.”

      “You think I would forget something like that?” she asked.

      “Get us back to the cathedral,” I said. “Many tasks await us.”

      Alia carefully navigated the early morning streets, made more difficult by the increased traffic of the waking populace. There were several close encounters with other vehicles, but we soon neared the familiar neighborhood of archaic buildings surrounding the cathedral that had become my base of operations.

      “Stop here,” I commanded, pointing at an empty alley where the truck would fit.

      “Why?” she asked but followed my direction with the big vehicle.

      “Are we there already?” Pride’s muffled voice came through the door leading to the cargo area.

      “No,” I called. “We will not be moving for the moment. Solidify your illusion and get up here.” A moment later, the elf poked her golden head through the doorway. “Something is amiss,” I said. “I taste malice in the air. I would wager our former world that there is an ambush waiting for us ahead.”

      “Those are high stakes,” Pride mused, “but I sensed something as well. I thought I was weary from the constant use of my magic, but there is something else. A foreboding note.” We both nodded.

      Alia looked from one of us to the other, both eyebrows raised so far they hid behind her bangs. “Are you two really that superstitious? You actually think you can sense when trouble’s ahead?”

      “We can,” I said simply.

      “Oh,” Alia shook her head. “Fuck. I wonder if we earthlings screwed ourselves out of magic when we decided to develop technology. Oh well. Guns are cool. So, what’s the plan now?” She always wanted to know the plan.

      “Perhaps I should access the Pridehold.” I looked out at the darkened alley, its shadows too deep for the young daylight to reach in. “We do not wish to risk losing the starfire.”

      “I am already weakened,” Pride pointed out. “If you go there now, I fear I may not be able to take you there again until I have rested. Without the starfire, we will be more vulnerable, unable to conceal this truck, which is known by the authorities.”

      “Not just the authorities,” Alia pointed out. “They’ll have informed the general public that there’s a truck on the loose carrying barrels of uranium, and given out the license number plus description. I could change the plates, but most people will see through that.”

      “No, Pride is right. We have fled enough for one day. Whoever waits ahead will regret the decision to ambush me. Alia, you will stay here and guard the truck, although you should be safe beneath Pride’s illusion. So long as the truck remains still and you inside it, you will not be seen. Pride, with me. Let us see who this bold fool is.”

      We climbed out of the truck, and I saw Alia pull one of the guns, or rather rifles, into her lap. She did not appear to feel safe, despite the powerful weapon and the impenetrable illusion. She wanted to remain by my side, her hunger clear in her eyes. Her hunger would have to wait.

      The wind tugged at Pride’s golden ponytail as we moved side by side through the streets. Still tired, she had cloaked us in the most rudimentary of illusions, doing just enough to conceal our armor, weapons, and identities.

      The long hill leading down to the cathedral gave us a full view of the street and sidewalk. There was no one in sight, but four long, heavy cars sat silently at the curb in front of our base. They were unfamiliar to me, although I was sure I had seen their like in my adventures throughout the city. They were all black.

      “It seems our visitor is confident enough to announce their presence,” I pointed out. “Otherwise they would have stowed their cars at a distance, as we did.”

      Pride nodded, still scanning the empty street for threats. “I do not like the quiet, my lord. I have never seen this block so deserted.”

      “It is like the wildlife at the watering hole when a leopard appears,” I agreed.

      We approached the steps leading up to the cathedral cautiously, hands on weapon hilts, and checked the cars. They were empty. We moved stealthily up the steps, passing the plateau where I had battled the bullet priests, and progressing on to the large wooden double doors.

      From there on, there was little we could do. Our enemies would almost certainly be waiting just inside those doors.

      “I will open the doors as swiftly as I can,” I whispered. “And you will conjure a bright flash of light to blind them. Remain here to watch my back.” We crouched side by side, breathing in synchrony as we went to work together as we had done countless times before.

      Three... two... one.

      I tore the doors open and dove into the entry hall as a brilliant light flared behind me. I closed my eyes to protect my vision, tucking and rolling on a diagonal in case anyone had a weapon pointed at the door.

      “Jesus fucking Christ!” a man cursed. I came to my feet, hands on weapons, backing myself against a wall and scanning the room.

      There were eight men arrayed around the entrance in a loose semicircle. None of them carried weapons—at least, not visibly— and they seemed to have been standing about talking. All of them were covering their faces, having fallen victim to our invasion tactic.

      “Was that really goddamned necessary?” spat one of the men near the middle of the group. He was a touch shorter and rounder than the others, and older as well. He was the leader, I decided.

      “Who are you, and what are you doing in my home?” I demanded. Pride came into the entry hall behind me, pulling the double doors shut.

      “Your home?” The group’s leader blinked rapidly as he gazed at me. “Okay, maybe my eyes are still fucked up, but you don’t look like that greasy creepy bastard who runs this place. You new? You his quartermaster or something? The place actually looks livable since the last time I was here.”

      “I am not his anything,” I replied, “other than his killer.”

      The smallish man stopped rubbing at his eyes and smoothed his thinning dark hair. “You saying you killed the guy who ran this joint? The one who called himself king? Fuck, I heard he was plenty dangerous. I heard he once broke a guy’s neck one-handed. Could you do that, big guy?” He seemed to be attempting to taunt me.

      “I can show you if you like,” I said and took a step toward him. The semicircle of men began to close in on me.

      “Hold up!” the small man laughed. “It’s all good. I’m just joking around. Come on, let’s go inside and sit down with the rest of the boys.”

      The rest of them? I shared a glance with Pride.

      “We’ll have a nice chat,” the little leader continued, “about who’s gonna be takin’ over this territory, now that the old king is, uh, gonezo.” He slid a finger across his neck and stuck out his tongue.

      “Very well,” I said tensely, eyeing the men surrounding me. They moved away and filed through the far doors into the cathedral proper.

      “Well, last one there’s a rotten egg!” the group leader cried as he hustled after his men.

      “Come, Pride,” I growled, trudging after them. “Let us get to the bottom of this.”

      “We don’t know how many there are,” she said as she followed me.

      “I would learn more about these interlopers,” I said, “and test the might of these brazen foes.”

      Another half dozen were in the sitting room, bringing the total to fourteen. Fourteen able-bodied, mean-looking men in their prime. Such a large group could only be sent to accomplish a very specific task. I wondered what their instructions had been.

      “So,” the little leader said, hands on hips as he stood proudly in the center of the room. He was surrounded by the seven men who had been with him in the other room, while those who had been in the sitting room kept their seats. It was a large room, but still, it felt rather crowded. “Here’s what we were thinking. Now that the old king’s gone, this territory belongs to us, specifically to our boss. We don’t really want this old dump of a building, so you can keep it if it’s important to you, but you’ll have to pay protection same as everyone else. Hell, maybe we’ll throw in a discount for the first year, since you offed the bastard.” He laughed and glanced at his cronies, who laughed along with him.

      “Let me consider that,” I said. I understood perfectly what he was offering. I was no stranger to thieves and ruffians. I smiled at the small man and spread my hands.

      I covered the distance between us in four swift strides and reached out, one-handed, grasping his neck.

      “Watch closely,” I said.

      His guards pounced on me like youth chasing after a greased up gladiator. They clung to my arms and legs, to my armor and weapons, attempting to bear me to the ground by sheer force of numbers. Laughing, I turned limp and followed the momentum, slamming into the ground so hard that several of them broke limbs and dislodged. Two of them managed to grab hold of Pride’s arms and hold her still. I allowed the rest to pin me down at their leader’s feet. I would see this farce through a little longer, to see what could be learned.

      “You shouldn’t have done that!” the little man raged, his face growing red as spittle sprayed from his mouth. “Shouldn’t have put your hands on me, and you’ll regret it, oh boy you will...” He reached into his jacket pocket and produced a small device, which I expected to be a piece of technology. I was disappointed when he snicked it open to reveal a small blade concealed within the handle. Merely a knife. He bent down toward me, bringing the glittering blade toward my face.

      I could only watch Pride out of the corner of my eye, but in motion she looked more beautiful than the world’s most wondrous dancers. She stomped on the toes of one of the men restraining her and headbutted the other, breaking his nose. She returned to the first just as swiftly, kneeing him in the groin and then grasping each of them by the collar and driving their skulls together. The entire sequence took less than two seconds, and then she was moving toward the sputtering fool like a panther through the night.

      Some of the men holding me down tried to stand up and stop her, but they had not considered the ramifications of their position. While they lay on top of me, I had entwined my arms in and around them, grasping collars or sleeves with my powerful hands. The result was a Gordian knot of body parts which would not release until my fists opened. The men cursed and pummeled me, all to no avail.

      The little leader squeaked when he saw Pride’s sleek approach. His hands fumbled the knife as he tried to exchange it for the gun inside his jacket. He managed to draw the weapon, but a ferocious sidekick from my Viceguard smashed its end into his face, sending him stumbling backwards, bleeding.

      “That’s enough!” one of the men on top of me shouted, and I heard the now-familiar sound of a bullet readying itself within a handgun. I felt the cold barrel press against my hip. “Let him go, or my first bullet will paralyze your boyfriend for life if it doesn’t kill him.”

      Pride looked at him and smiled, but the smile was not for him. “Do you trust me, my lord?” she asked.

      “Of course,” I replied, voice somewhat muffled by the press of bodies.

      “Good.”

      She drew and threw faster than a spring uncoils, her dagger spinning through the air and striking the man holding the gun in the eye. He died instantly, for the hatred behind the throw had lent strength to its spiral. Rather than admire the throw she turned and kicked the little leader’s legs out from under him as he tried to climb to his feet.

      More of the men on top of me began to loosen their grip, and suddenly I stopped relaxing and struggled with all of my might, turning over and pressing to my feet despite their persistent weight. I shook them off like a dog shedding water as Pride dragged the small man to his feet by what remained of his hair.

      “None of you move, or touch my lord,” she barked, “or else he dies!” She drew her other dagger and held it to the man’s throat menacingly.

      None of them moved. I shook the last few off and barged through them to get back to Pride’s side, stooping to grab the leader’s dropped knife from the floor.

      “Let me see that a moment please, my dear,” I said to Pride. She released the leader, and as he tried to scramble away, I grabbed him by his collar and brought the blade up to his face.

      “You want to know what kind of man cuts another like this?” I asked him. With a sudden burst of violence, I broke his neck. One-handed. “A coward.” I dropped the knife atop the corpse in disgust and turned toward the remaining thirteen men. “Get out now, or you will all end up like him,” I said.

      In the end, only two of them ended up like him, necks broken by a single hand. The rest died to slash and puncture wounds from mine and Pride’s weapons, save for the two who fled instantly and managed to make it outside. We pursued them down the steps as far as the plateau, only to see them hop into a car and escape.

      “Damned scum!” I growled, seething, my blood roused. “They will be back, and in greater number. Mark my words.”

      “We killed plenty.” Pride flicked blood from her daggers and sheathed them. “Maybe killing a round dozen of their men will give their leader hesitation.”

      “Maybe,” I grunted. I wiped the blood from my sword off onto a dead man’s jacket and slid the long blade into its scabbard.

      “More bodies for the vats,” Pride sighed, foreseeing her night’s work. “Perhaps we could hire some of the vampires that lived here back to do it. It is tedious and grisly work. And I bet your toy will not help this time.”

      “She calls you the same thing, you know,” I said, meeting Pride’s cool blue gaze. She barely blinked.

      “Calls me what?”

      “My toy.”

      A long silence passed between us, and then she smiled, wide and earnest.

      “I wear that title with honor. The question is... does she? Will she? And are you interested in her if she will not?”

      I grunted. “She will do as I desire.”

      Pride shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “The truck!” I said suddenly, my thoughts of Alia pulling my mind to her present location. “By hell’s breath... what if their plan was to steal our starfire? If this was a diversion...”

      “That would have been an elaborate and costly ruse,” Pride pointed out, but she hastened to follow me down the steps and across the street. My strides devoured the distance, propelling me up the long hill. The sun had fully risen, and my dark clothing felt like a bonfire as it drank in the warmth. It could not match the heat in my mind, however. If someone had taken my starfire, I would hunt them down and tear them limb from limb. Slowly.

      “My lord,” Pride protested as my pace nearly reached a dead run. “We will attract attention at this rate. And if the starfire is gone, it is already gone.”

      We slowed and approached the seemingly empty alleyway, where Pride dropped her illusion. I rushed into the shadows, unlatched the back of the truck and rolled up the door.

      My breath left my body in a sigh of relief. All three barrels stood unmoved in the back of the truck. I could still see the dim glow of essence emanating from the one Pride had punctured.

      “I trusted Alia would keep them safe,” I said as Pride arrived by my side. I closed the truck’s door again and circled around toward the cab. “Alia,” I called. “You did well. There was an ambush waiting as we thought, but Pride and I have dispatched it.” I opened the driver’s side door. The cab was empty. “Alia?”

      “She is not here,” Pride said with an air of certainty, having checked around the far side of the truck. “They did not want the starfire. Instead, they took her.”
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      Alia’s metallic device emitted a cry. It sat in the middle of the driver’s seat. Pride and I exchanged a glance.

      “What is that?” she asked over the strangely evocative music.

      “It is called a phone,” I replied. “Alia manipulated it every so often. She said it is a speaking device, but she seemed more like a child with a doll the way she cradles it.”

      “Can you use it?” Pride asked. “It seems to be attempting to gain our attention, or to provide the succor of a bard. I am uncertain of which.”

      “Indeed, I think I can.” I placed a finger on the device’s smooth surface and flicked it toward the green symbol. The music ceased, replaced by a quiet hiss. Pride and I exchanged another glance, and I picked the phone up, holding it between us.

      “Hello?” a voice said faintly through the device.

      “What have you done with Alia?” I demanded. “Who are you?”

      The man on the other end of the line laughed, low and mirthless. “You’re pretty pushy for someone in as shitty a situation as you find yourself in. Look, pal. I don’t know who you are, but the mob boss wants to meet with you. We didn’t send fourteen guys after you because we consider that optional. So get here, or the bitch dies. Simple enough?” He gave us an address. The colors on the phone’s surface vanished. The voice was gone.

      I stared at the phone for a moment, then tossed it carelessly back into the truck.

      “It seems they do not play chess on this world,” I said. “What fool captures a pawn when he could take a rook? The starfire is important to us, vital to our operation and presence here. Alia is...”

      “Expendable?” Pride asked.

      “But a vampire. Even more puzzling is how a few humans managed to overpower Alia. Vampires are weak, admittedly, but humans are weaker still.”

      “Perhaps there was an equal number to those that we faced,” she suggested. “Strong and swift as she might be, she may have succumbed to large enough numbers. Or escaped. Perhaps they are lying.”

      “Are you saying we should not go after her?” I asked.

      “It was you who called her a pawn,” Pride pointed out. “And how would we even find this location they named? We are completely unfamiliar with the layout and infrastructure of this city. We could wander forever looking for it, like children in a vast forest.”

      “It would suit her, I suppose. After all, it was she who allowed herself to be captured. But I would know—what do you think I should do, first of my Viceguard?”

      Pride shook her head, golden mane swaying. “I am happy to provide my insight, my lord, but you must decide Alia’s fate alone. I will not wash my hands in her blood, nor be the voice that sends us to our doom.”

      “I would not fault you if you did, first of my Viceguard. I trust you absolutely.”

      She nodded graciously. “I know that. But this decision is yours alone. I trust your judgment and will follow wherever you lead.”

      We shared a long look, and I touched her shoulder.

      “For the moment, let us take this truck back to the cathedral where it may be properly concealed.”

      “Are you sure you can operate this machine?”

      “You asked the same question about the last truck,” I replied confidently.

      My confidence evaporated as I sat down in the driver’s seat. There were three pedals at my feet instead of two, and more levers than I knew what to do with. I frowned and closed my eyes, rubbing my temples as I did my best to recall how Alia had operated the controls. There had been a coordinated dance to her movement. I took a deep breath and attempted to bring the truck to life.

      Nothing happened. The keys turned part way, then stopped. The truck did not even cough.

      “Are you certain about this, my lord?” Pride asked doubtfully. “If we hurry, we can carry the barrels back beneath the cover of my illusions.”

      “I will master this skill,” I muttered. “Keep the truck camouflaged so we do not get recognized as the vehicle from the power plant.”

      I closed my eyes and considered the possibilities. There were many ways to proceed, and yet the third pedal intrigued me. So far, I had observed two differences between the trucks. One had a third pedal and did not rumble to life when the key was twisted. Perhaps the two went together somehow...

      I twisted the key again, then pushed the pedal down. Still nothing. Pride shifted in her seat. I tried holding the pedal down with my foot and twisted the key again, harder.

      The truck sputtered to life, and I looked at Pride triumphantly.

      “Well done, my lord,” she said with a smile.

      I turned the steering circle and applied the pedal for power. Nothing happened, except that the truck roared like an angered beast.

      “Piss in a blanket!” I growled. “How did she control this contraption?” I tried adjusting the main lever as I had seen Alia do but that only produced an even worse noise, like the monster’s bones were being ground up. “Nevermind this,” I said, quieting the truck and pocketing the keys. “We will carry the barrels back to the cathedral. Afterward, I will decide on the matter of Alia. She was useful, but we can only afford to spring so many traps before one of them catches us by the neck. Come, grab a barrel.”

      I took one of the rifle weapons and slung it on my back. I wanted to examine it further. I also pocketed several quivers of bullets, the ones Alia had called magazines. We hoisted the heavy canisters and carried them out of the truck and down the alley. As we traipsed along the hill leading back to the cathedral, our exposure to danger grated on me, even if Pride had us covered in illusions. The humans had already proven they could somehow see through her illusions at times. If one of them was on a rooftop with a rifle, we would make slow and obvious targets.

      But no shots rang out as we labored down the road, and we made it all the way up the cathedral’s long front steps in safety.

      “Since we carried them all the way here,” Pride grunted, “I assume you do not plan on storing these in the Pridehold?”

      “I cannot rely on that for everything,” I replied, “and you are already fatigued. Come, we will conceal them in my chambers.” We lugged the barrels back to the bishop’s rooms and hid them under old rugs that had been rolled up in a corner. “Now to deal with the bodies and to understand more about human weaponry.”

      “Have you made up your mind about Alia?” Pride prodded.

      “Not yet,” I growled. “Do not distract me. We have important things to attend to at this moment.”

      We dragged the men’s bodies out of the sitting room where we had slaughtered them, bearing them down to the sub-basement. I collected all of their guns and more magazines. Although they had not used them for the most part, each man had a handgun either in a shoulder holster or stuffed in the waist of his trousers somewhere. I gathered all of them and carried them with the rifle up to the main basement.

      The room where we had originally found the caged humans had served Pride well as training quarters. It was long and fairly wide, with stone walls and floors. She had piled rugs as mats in one area, and a mismatched set of exercise equipment in one corner. I laid the guns out on the rugs and arranged the extra magazines beneath them.

      I moved to the stacks of cages pressed against the back wall and arranged two of them out in the open, one atop the other. They stood approximately as tall as me but much wider. A good starting target.

      I paced back to the guns and selected the largest of them. It was large and brutish. My eyes deciphered the glyphs on the side. Desert Eagle. I gripped it in both hands as I had seen the humans do and aimed down the sights. I took my time lining it up with the center of the top cage, then pulled the trigger.

      Nothing happened. I grunted and looked at the weapon again. There was a small switch on the side, so I snicked it to its secondary position. I took aim and pulled the trigger again, not expecting much.

      Boom!

      The gun kicked and roared as it spat a bullet violently. The bullet moved too fast for me to watch its progress, but I witnessed the splintering of wood as it tore through the corner of the top cage. My aim had been poor, but good enough to demonstrate the weapon’s fearsome power. I steadied my stance and fired again and again until the gun clicked lifelessly. By the time I was done, the top cage was barely intact.

      Curious, I thought as I replaced the empty Eagle on the rugs and picked up a different, much smaller gun. I examined it to look for a similar switch, but found none. This little gun was called a Glock 19. Its trigger was strange, consisting of two separate mechanisms instead of a single little lever. I aimed down the sights and pulled both triggers.

      The roar was considerably lesser than the Desert Eagle, but the Glock cut a sizable chunk out of the bottom cage. It felt a little small and uncomfortable for my hand, though, so I replaced it on the rugs as well.

      I experimented with several more handguns, but next to the Desert Eagle none seemed appropriate for me. Its sleek, ghoulish design and massive power was most suitable. If I was ever to use such a noisy, damaging weapon, it might as well be the noisiest and most damaging I could find.

      Lastly, I tested the CAR-15 rifle. At first I sent several bullets into my target, but then I squeezed the trigger and guided my aim back and forth until the two cages had all but disintegrated.

      “Are you enjoying your new toys, my lord?” Pride asked from the doorway. I was not certain how long she had been watching for.

      “Why do you refer to anything within my grasp as a toy?” I asked. “These are powerful tools, powerful weapons. It will do us well to learn their function, even if only so that we may defend ourselves against their like. Come here.” I beckoned, and she came, striding elegantly into the room while brushing her long hair behind her shoulders. “Try the rifle,” I said, feeding a fresh magazine into the weapon and passing it to her. “Hold it like this, and look down the sights. Yes, like that...” I stood behind her, guiding her arms with my hands and pressing my body against her. “Good. Now choose a target and destroy it.”

      By the time she had delivered three bullets, Pride’s uncertain expression had turned into a wide smile.

      “I like this weapon,” she said after using all of the bullets in the magazine. “It is easy to use and superior to a bow in every way. It is not a replacement for my daggers, naturally, but a good boon to wield alongside them.”

      “You see?” I said. “The more we learn, the easier it will be to gain dominion in this world. Here, take these as well.” I passed her the extra magazines and then tucked the Desert Eagle into the back of my waistband. I pocketed more magazines for it. “Our enemies will only expect us to bring our blades to the battle. We will shock them with these and gain a decisive victory.”

      “Do you refer to the Enemy of old, or our new enemies here on this world?” Pride asked. “It can be difficult to keep track.”

      “All of them,” I replied. “We will defeat any in this world who oppose us using their own tools, then turn those weapons against the Enemy when he arrives. We will be triumphant, and we will be ready.”

      “So,” Pride said as she slung the rifle over her shoulders, “am I to assume that we are pursuing Alia, after all?”

      “We must,” I said with certainty. “She is my first subject in this world, and our greatest source of information about it. She is too valuable an asset to relinquish so easily. Besides, a ruler’s strength is measured, in part, by the protection he offers his subjects.”

      “Are you certain you are not simply missing that shiny new toy?” Pride asked.

      “Well, she does keep my feet rather warm,” I commented dryly. “Perhaps you should borrow her sometime, to see the benefits.”

      “Perhaps I will.” We stared at one another for a long while, both licking our lips.

      “Come,” I said at last, “we must secure the starfire before leaving. And I have an idea about how we might find the address they gave us.”

      We climbed the stairs and made our way to the bishop’s quarters. Rather than relying on camouflage, I decided to use the brute weight of the canisters to secure them. I shifted them over next to the heavy door and closed it gradually, sliding the barrels into a line behind it as I did so. The result was that the door would not open more than a few inches before bumping into the barrels.

      “Pride, try to open this,” I commanded. She stepped up to the door and threw her weight against it, managing to move it not even a fraction of an inch. “Good,” I said, “that should be secure for now. Unless someone as strong as me comes looking for it, in which case, keeping the starfire secure may be the least of our worries. Now, with me.” I led her down the hall and up a short flight of stairs to Alia’s room.

      The computer device was still on, humming away on the vampire’s neat table. The screen was blank but came alive as soon as I touched one of the clacking keys beneath it. The name of this world’s oracle appeared on the screen. I penned the words from the voice earlier onto the screen, using more of the keys.

      Words and paintings flooded the screen, as if an arcane artist hid behind it. I could understand the language, but many of the terms were alien to me. Near the top were small drawings of several maps. I touched the first map on the screen with my finger. The screen drew itself a new painting, showing a larger version of the map which resembled, I hoped, the city. There was a small flashing shape marking our present location, and a red trail leading through the streets to the address I had selected. I scratched my chin. Could it really be that easy?

      “Do you think this will be enough information for us to find her?” I asked. Pride examined the screen, then nodded. “I recognize the names of some of these streets. Did you know they are written on signs at most crossroads?”

      “Indeed, I had noticed. It is very convenient. I would say too convenient... but we already know this is a trap.”

      “And we are going anyway?” Pride asked.

      “We are going anyway,” I confirmed.

      We took a few minutes to memorize the map and the path between the two locations and then left Alia’s room, closing the door firmly behind us. By the time we reached the stone plateau in front of the building, we had dropped into the long, low lope of a pair of killers out on the prowl.
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      The closer we got to the address, the larger and more ornate the buildings became. At first we moved through a neighborhood of dilapidated warehouses, then a clean residential district filled with houses and higher rising apartment buildings. As the houses grew larger and the cars polished and more frequent, Pride’s illusions were truly put to the test. Young children played in the street with sticks and balls, some wearing wheeled boots, others bearing play-armor and protecting nets. I recognized the intent of the game but could not discern its purpose. It was not a form of combat, so what were they practicing for?

      To the children, to the couples walking arm in arm, to the men and women pruning their already immaculate lawns, Pride and I resembled two absolutely mundane individuals. The illusion concealed our armor and weapons, even making the rifle on Pride’s back beyond detection.

      “We are close,” I murmured to my second-in-command as we crossed a street that looked clean enough to use as a dinner plate. “We will have to go around that, though.” I nodded at the large stone wall, which blocked our direct path ahead. The road split and wound alongside it in both directions. It was at least twice as tall as me and topped by an overhang, which would deter any but the best climber. Pride and I likely could have made our way over, but not without attracting attention.

      “What do you suppose this is?” Pride asked as we turned left and walked along the wall.

      “Something well-guarded, it would seem. Perhaps it is a fuel depot. They guard their nuclear fuel well. Perhaps they take precautions over their lesser sources of power as well.”

      To my surprise the wall did not end in a square corner like most constructions I had seen on this world. Instead, it curved and meandered, eventually meeting with the road in the form of a tall, wide iron gate. There was a man in a booth just beside the road, and through the gate we could see more rows of houses. These were more widely interspersed than any others we had seen, with massive green pastures, fences, and high rooftops. I frowned. These were only houses. Did being wealthy make these people even more cowardly than their poor brethren, or did they have more opportunity to display their fear?

      “Can you spare the strength to render us invisible?” I asked Pride after we watched a car drive into the gated area. The man in the booth seemed to control the gate with the push of a simple lever.

      “You mean, you’re not going to kill him?” Pride asked, jutting her chin at the hapless guard.

      “They would surely notice him missing,” I said as another car approached. “See how often he serves his function? Come, cast your strongest illusion. You need only maintain it a few moments.”

      Completely invisible, we walked swiftly into the compound alongside the heavy green car to which the guard had granted access. A moment later we stepped into a small grove of trees, and when we emerged, we once again looked like an ordinary couple, now dressed in expensive clothing to match the tastes of the locals.

      “What was the name of the street?” Pride asked as we scanned our surroundings.

      “Theodore,” I said. “There, look.” I guided her gaze with mine toward a tall green sign bearing the name. The street it represented would take us deep into the heart of the enemy compound.

      “Are you sure we should continue?” Pride cautioned. “We would be quickly surrounded if everyone had a mind to bear arms against us.”

      “Half of them are children or elderly,” I replied. “These humans may be weak and cowardly, but they have proven they are not stupid. They would only send their strongest warriors to do battle with us. Of that much I am certain.”

      “So you think those men at the cathedral represented the strongest warriors of our hidden foe?”

      “Well, evidently not,” I said, “but it seems that organization underestimated us. We must anticipate they will not do that again. Whatever we encounter, do not get in my way.” I felt my hands harden into fists. Now that I had decided to retrieve Alia, my anger at her theft began to blossom. She was mine... and these feeble humans thought they could have her? They thought they could hold her over me?

      We will see... we will see.

      “That must be it,” Pride said suddenly. She clasped my arm and steered my eyes toward a spectacular estate which sprawled nearly an entire block. I saw immediately why she had identified it. There were two guards posted at the front door, and another patrolling the grounds.

      “Likely it is,” I hissed, “but we must be certain. Let us walk by as if we were ordinary neighbors. If it bears the correct numbers, we will use stealth to approach again and invade this excuse for a castle.”

      Arm in arm, we strode past the building, glancing around politely. I saw the correct address and my adrenaline spiked, my body realizing that I was indeed deep within enemy territory. I did not believe Pride’s theory that everyone surrounding us could be an enemy soldier, but there could still be traps and pitfalls meant to take us by surprise.

      We passed the large estate without incident and detoured behind a thick stand of bushes. Pride drew her daggers. I nodded and beckoned for her to follow behind me as we retraced our steps for a moment, then cut in toward the side of the great house. The walls were made of a dark red brick and had been built in an angular way, by my guess, to give the owner more space inside. The result was a blindspot near the glass side door. Only one guard stood sentinel there, and he was inside the building, watching through the polished surface.

      “Can you spare another moment of invisibility?” I asked as we approached.

      “Yes,” Pride replied, altering the illusion. “Hurry, I cannot maintain this for long.” There was strain in her voice. The days since our arrival on this world had been hard on her, but she bore their weight with grace and determination.

      I stepped up to the sliding door and rapped lightly on the glass with a fingernail. I saw the guard’s eyes bulge as he searched for the source of the noise. At first, he had his gun out, but then he tucked it back into its belt holster when his eyes failed to identify a threat. I tapped again, slightly harder. He looked in all directions, scratched his head, then unlocked the door and slid it open.

      I hit him in the chin with a furious blow, swinging from the hips and shoulders, smashing my knuckles into the strong bone of his jaw. The angle was perfect, and he had been leading with his chin as he stepped out of the door. The impact was so tremendous that his neck broke with an audible snap. I caught the corpse as it fell and stepped inside. Pride darted in after me, closing and locking the door.

      “I think that went well,” I grunted as I dumped the guard behind a leather chesterfield.

      “I hope so, but I think they know we are here.” Pride pointed at what I now recognized as a viewing glass, the so-called security camera. “We never discovered whether those could see through my illusions, and even if they could not, they saw that man die.”

      “Only if someone is monitoring them at this moment,” I replied. “I hear no alarm. Come, you need not maintain the illusion any longer. We have spilled the first blood. Any others whom we encounter, we kill.”

      We crept deeper into the house, staying close to the walls that were painted a demure shade of red. We found our way to a long hall and moved down its length, checking each room and finding them largely empty. It seemed that save for the guards, this building was mostly deserted.

      A sound from around the corner alerted us, and we pressed our backs to the wall. Pride drew her daggers, and I flexed my bare hands. We shared a small smile, and an instant later two patrolling guards came around the corner.

      I charged into them, shoving one up against the wall with my weight and crowding the other towards Pride with my shoulder. I heard the slick-slick-slick of her daggers going in and out of his body and smelled the fresh ichor spurting to stain the carpet as I snapped the other guard’s spine like a piece of kindling. I searched both dead men but found only weapons, the talking phones, and small amounts of currency. They did not carry any form of recognizable key, like the guards at the power plant had. It was strange, the similarities and yet the differences I could observe from one human to the next.

      “Are you going to capture their weapons?” Pride asked.

      “No, they would only encumber us,” I replied. “Help me hide the bodies, and we shall continue. We must be nearing our target.”

      As we approached the center of the mansion, I heard a moan emanating from behind a door. Pride and I exchanged a glance. She drew her daggers again, and I pulled the gun from my waistband and gripped it in a single hand. I nodded, and we burst through the door, myself moving laterally and scanning the chamber, Pride driving deep with daggers flashing.

      The room was nearly empty, like the rest of the mansion, except for two features. A tall, well-dressed man stood a short distance away from Pride, smiling at us in a welcoming fashion. He had gray in his short, wavy hair and wise lines along his bright face. He wore a suit that I understood to be stylish and expensive, even while knowing little about this world’s fashion.

      Alia was staked to the floor in the middle of the room. Iron pegs pierced her hands and the flesh of her legs, holding her down in a painful fashion only someone with healing of inhuman potency could endure. As extra assurance, chains bound her, weighing her down and connecting to a metal mask that shrouded her visage. It was locked shut, and an iron ball in her mouth prevented her from biting down or speaking. A small puddle of blood had congealed on the floor beneath her, appearing brown and smelling like putrid death.

      “Well done, the pair of you,” the elegant man congratulated us. “I’ve been watching you on our closed-circuit feed.” He waved a phone in the air. “It didn’t take you long to get inside or to find me. Those illusionary tricks of yours certainly were effective on my men. Good thing you’re not trying that on me. I see right through them, if you hadn’t guessed.” He straightened his already perfectly straight collar, adjusting the ornamental fabric nestled in the nape of his throat. “I suppose I should introduce myself. I’m the mob boss who invited you here. Oh, feel free to help your friend.” He gestured carelessly at Alia, a sly look in his eye. “If you can.”

      I put my gun away, and Pride sheathed her daggers a moment later. “Pride,” I said, “see to Alia.” I approached the man slowly. I could have respect for one who wielded such power while spitting in the face of the established authorities. That was how I had begun on my former world. But I had never had the opportunity to wear fine silks and satins. Armor had been my suit, and a sword my only decoration. “Thank you for the invitation,” I said. “It was not necessary for you to take one of mine simply to arrange a meeting.”

      “Oh no?” he chuckled. “Well, I sent a few of my people to extend my hospitality, and that didn’t work out so well for them. All in all, it seemed best to compel your attention. You’re new in these parts, aren’t you? There must be so many distractions for you...” he trailed off, stroking his smoothly shaven chin and chuckling.

      “This world is fascinating,” I admitted, “but I have a singular focus, and I am here to teach you all about that.”

      I lunged forward and charged at the gentleman who had called himself a mob boss, mighty hands reaching for his throat.

      He slithered away like an eel shedding its skin. One moment I swore he was within my grasp, and the next he was two steps away, still smiling. I leaped and made another grab for him, but he ducked beneath my arms and moved toward where Pride was attempting to unravel the chains binding Alia. I gave chase, abandoning the notion of seizing such a nimble creature and instead swinging a fist at the back of his head. My first punch missed, as did my second, but as we neared the women, I landed a triumphant blow to his chest.

      The punch had been a powerful blow, and it should have caved in his chest. It sent him flying across the room to bounce off the wall and flop to the ground. I felt a moment’s satisfaction, for no human could survive such an ordeal, but then he stood up.

      “Nice shot,” he commented. “I can tell you work out a lot. What are you, a P90-X type of guy?” He gave a wry laugh and shook his head.

      I froze. I had never seen anyone shake off a blow from my fists so easily, except perhaps the Enemy. I stared at this well-dressed man, willing my spirit vision to tell me everything about him. I learned nothing. Whatever powers he wielded, he had the skill to deceive even my eyes.

      “My lord,” Pride gasped, “help me, I cannot break these chains.” I turned and knelt at her side, gripping the metal links between my hands and applying pressure. They were strong, but they bent as I forced them apart.

      “Thank you for that,” the strange gentleman called. I glanced up and witnessed him making some strange motions with his hands. Suddenly, a translucent wall sprung into place, surrounding me and the two women.

      “What is this?” I demanded, abandoning my struggle with the chains. I approached the translucent barrier and placed a palm against it. It felt as solid as bedrock. “How do you wield magic, when most on this world have never heard of it? Speak now, or I will strike you down!”

      The man only laughed and shook his head, standing back to admire his handiwork. I looked up and realized that there were a series of runes carved on the ceiling above us. A quick inspection showed a matching set of smaller runes concealed beneath Alia. This man had prepared the ritual trap well in advance for us. But he could not be a man.

      I closed my fist and smashed my hand against the barrier, to no avail. I drew my sword and lashed it against the barrier until I could feel its blade beginning to dull. I returned it to its sheath and drew my dagger instead, gripping it in both hands and stabbing at the arcane wall as though chipping ice. It did not budge or weaken in the slightest.

      “Damn you!” I roared as I sheathed my dagger, slamming an elbow against the impenetrable barrier in frustration. “Why are you so concerned with trapping us, and who are you?”

      My captor’s laugh echoed throughout the room as he moved closer, brown eyes grinning. “It’s not who I am you ought to be concerned with,” he said, “so much as what I am.”

      I met his gaze easily, and then nearly blinked when his eyes changed. Where they had been a deep, human brown they suddenly faded and became a sickly shade of yellow. His skin morphed as well, almost seeming to molt as it took on a greenish pallor and produced fine scales around his neck and the backs of his hands. His ears lengthened and sharpened, splitting into all-too-familiar jagged edges. Pointed fangs glistened from his smile where square teeth had stood moments before. His chest and shoulders broadened and thickened, the suit seeming to grow with him.

      Where moments earlier there had been a man claiming to be a mob boss, a demon stood smiling at me. His long forked tongue lapped at his lips, leaving a trail of glistening saliva that shone beneath the room’s electronic lighting.

      “You seem surprised,” the demon said mildly. “Perhaps you will be equally surprised to know that I’ve alerted the Overseers of my success in capturing you, Shining One.” He enunciated one of my many titles with evident scorn. “Their agents will already be on their way. Don’t go anywhere.” His smirk enraged me more than being trapped. I wanted to tear his face off and feed it down his neck hole. I settled my anger; I needed to think.

      I paced the length and width of our cage while Pride continued to struggle with Alia’s bindings. The vampire had remained strangely calm throughout the process. There was a distant, pleading expression on her face, but she did not move or make a sound. It seemed as though she had exhausted all of her energy just struggling to remain alive.

      I was unused to situations from which my fists and weapons could not help me escape. I would need my cunning now, more than ever. The first step would be to keep the demon talking. That seemed easy enough, but it would still require the correct approach.

      “I am surprised only by one thing,” I replied at last, crossing my arms and meeting the demon’s pale yellow gaze. “I am shocked to find a demon working in the service of men. I would have thought you would sooner devour your own pointed tongue than bend a knee to one of the lesser races.”
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      The demon burst out laughing again, but there was a sharper edge to it this time. Perhaps I had succeeded in angering him, or perhaps I had only displayed my misunderstanding of the situation. Either way, it had the desired effect. The demon moved a step closer to our cage.

      “I would have expected the Shining One to have greater intuition about the workings of this world,” the demon said critically, shaking his head. “Oh, you have fallen so far. I fear you will never climb back to your previous heights.”

      “Workings of this world? I found you, did I not? I have learned the operation of these—“ I pulled out my Desert Eagle “—weapons.” I pointed the gun at the demon’s face and pulled the trigger. The bullet obliterated itself against the magical barricade. “I have learned much, and yet I do not understand why I find a demon working among humans. There are no other elements of my previous world here. No elves, no dwarves, no faeries... why should there be a single, lone demon?”

      “Why should there be an elf? Or a vampire?” the demon challenged, nodding at the women.

      I frowned. “Pride came here with me. We have seen no other elves. And vampires, it would seem, are as common as mice on this world. But demons are of my world, and they were loyal to me. You should be serving me. Explain yourself and this prison, or banish it from existence!”

      “I should be loyal to you?” The demon spat, showing anger for the first time since we had entered the room. He stalked forward until his yellowed nose was nearly pressing against the translucent barrier. “This is what the Shining One says? Do you know how long we waited? After all these years, after all the failed attempts at finding you and bringing you back. All the theories, all the spells, all the arguments and infighting—you caused it all when you left, and now you have the audacity to return, a pitiful remnant of yourself, and demand loyalty? Ha! You have fallen farther than I ever could have imagined. You are a mere relic of the past, and you understand nothing of what happened.”

      My frown deepened and a wave of anxious energy washed through me. What was this creature talking about? I paced back and forth within my prison, slamming a fist into the wall in frustration. I could not make sense of the information he had provided.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked at last. “Why would you be waiting for me here, in this strange place? You should have been waiting on our homeworld. Unless... did you somehow know where the Enemy sent me?”

      The demon only glared at me with his sickly eyes, for once choosing not to speak, laugh, or make any sound at all. There was hatred in those eyes, but I also thought I detected a hint of grudging respect. The creature had me imprisoned and at every disadvantage, but I refused to yield my strong stance.

      “Release me,” I demanded again, more quietly this time, and I thought I saw a flicker of something changing in his face. “Release me,” I said. “You know the power I wield. I will make you the leader of all demons on this world and any other. You will serve at my side for eternity. You need only take down these walls.”

      The demon hesitated, then raised his hands. And he laughed.

      The cruel sound echoed throughout the chamber as he doubled over, holding his stomach, forked tongue lolling. I slammed an elbow into the barrier in frustration again.

      “Did you really think that would work?” the demon chortled as he gained control of himself. “You really have been asleep a long time, eh, Rip Van Winkle?”

      More words and names I did not know or comprehend. I shook my head and massaged my temples. There was an obvious way out of this, although I was not convinced of that course. But I waited for another reason, bearing the demon’s insults. His wagging, prideful tongue was still of use to me.

      “You are a coward!” I roared. “From the moment I entered this room you fled from me, and now you ensnare me with your arcane wiles. If you will not release me, then join me in here and let us fight to the death! Pride will not intervene.”

      “Hmmm, uh, no thanks,” the demon chuckled. “Why take that risk? I’m about to become wealthier and more powerful than I could possibly imagine. Bringing the Shining One to the Overseers... now that is what I call a feather in my cap.”

      “You.” I let the word drip from my lips and scald the floor like corrosive acid. “I will flay you alive and make you watch as the dogs eat your flesh. I will pull out your entrails slowly and stuff them down your throat. I will pull out your eyeballs and roast them while you die, so you may hear the sizzle and pop before I devour them heartily. And then I will leave your corpse to the ants and the flies and whatever carrion this world offers to tear it to pieces.” My tone was quiet and more focused than trueforged steel. “You have sealed your fate today.”

      I heard a sudden clank and turned to watch Pride triumphantly pulling the chains away from Alia. Pride helped extract the iron ball from Alia’s mouth, unleashing a gasp of pain followed by a string of unfamiliar curses at the demon. When she finished, Alia spit out blood from where the ball had rubbed her mouth raw. I smiled at my steady right hand.

      “Well done, Pride,” I said as I returned to her side. “She is nearly free.”

      “Nearly,” Pride agreed, “but there is little we can do about the stakes holding her into the ground. I fear extracting them might kill her. She is already suffering terribly.” There was real concern and pity in her voice. For all that Pride seemed to dislike the vampire and resent her, it seemed the two had built a kind of bond.

      “Leave her be for now, then,” I replied. I looked up at a sudden sound and saw that a man had entered the room. I recognized him as one of the guards from the front of the house. He was still wearing his sunglasses despite the dim interior. He did not react to seeing his boss in his demonic form, nor did he appear to notice the magical prison or the people inside of it. He merely stopped in front of the demon and reported like an automated soldier. I did not catch every word, but the important parts reached my ears.

      “Agents of the Overseers... at the outer gates... let them in?”

      “Yes, of course,” the demon spat in response. “Bring them to me immediately.” The guard hastened to make himself scarce from the room.

      The demon paced for a time, rubbing his hands together while mumbling to himself and chuckling at odd intervals. Eventually his path brought him back to the prison, and he stared in at us like one might examine a set of prized fish in an aquarium.

      “I don’t like this,” Pride whispered to me, speaking softly enough that the demon could not hear, I hoped. It was difficult to say how sensitive those shredded ears were. “If we are still imprisoned when the agents of the Overseers arrive, we will be at a grave disadvantage. My lord, there is one option. We must consider it.”

      “I know what you are thinking,” I whispered back. “And I am not sure it would be the right course.”

      “It is our only course out of here,” she murmured. “You can turn Alia into a Viceguard, and all of this will be solved.”

      I looked down at the beautifully destroyed vampire woman. She had proven herself loyal, courageous, resourceful, but still... “And if we meet stronger contenders later?” I whispered to Pride. “A place at my side is not so easily given. You know there is no turning back from this decision.”

      I met Alia’s red gaze. She was desperate, her eyes pleading with me, but she was too proud to speak the words. That would have to change. I needed her to utter her assent in order for the bond to work. I looked to Pride again, who nodded and stepped back.

      “Will I be like her?” Alia asked hoarsely, glancing at the tall, graceful elven woman.

      Pride smirked and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear.

      “No one can be like Pride,” I said, “but you will gain your own power.”

      She gulped, took a deep breath, then nodded. “I am yours... my lord.”

      I smiled and rubbed my hands together. The demon was still watching, but he had not reacted. He had not heard what was being said, or else he had not understood.

      “Now I must choose,” I whispered into Alia’s ear, “between Lust and Sloth. Sloth offers greater protection. Lust, the power of unrelenting attack. Either would aid us in the coming battle.” I gazed into those red orbs, enjoying their obvious hunger, for me, for power, for freedom, and revenge. “Lust, it is,” I said.

      “Yes, my lord.” Alia closed her eyes and relaxed. “Take me. My body is yours.”

      “Body?” I chuckled. “I have little interest in this body. It is broken and near useless. What I am taking is your soul.”

      I held a palm flat above her chest and conjured the red sinflame of Lust. I could feel its power radiating through my arm. Its warmth and passion renewed my confidence. I closed my hand around the flame and plunged my fist downward, straight into Alia’s chest. I found her cold, vampiric heart and instilled the ever-burning sinflame within it, granting the vampire new life and fresh vitality.

      Alia gasped at first, but as the sensation seeped into her nerves, a full-bodied scream wracked her, loud enough to deafen me and echo off the chamber’s walls a thousand times. She writhed in agony, opening her vicious wounds further. I narrowed my eyes in determination, holding the sinflame in place until it had burrowed its tendrils completely into my new Viceguard.

      The demon could not have missed my actions or the scream.

      “What are you doing?” he asked, his previously smug voice suddenly panicked. “What are you—no! Stop that!” He raised his hands as if to bring the walls down, but hesitated and raced out of the room instead, yelling for his guards to summon the agents of the Overseers.

      Alia screamed and screamed, staring at the gaping hole in her chest as I withdrew my arm. The sinflame licked up the edges of it and slowly consumed her body, turning her to ash which dispersed to nothingness as if on an unseen breeze. But the flame still burned. It burned crimson and true, and it grew into the upright shape of a woman and solidified, taking form, taking color, taking flesh.

      It was Alia, and yet... not. Her dark hair was longer, and her bangs no longer fell across her face so easily. Her garb was more revealing, more sensual, and her red eyes shone with a new light. She was looking at me with an expression that suited her namesake perfectly. Pure Lust.

      “Pride, I require my helm,” I called to the first, but no longer the last, of my Viceguard. The long-legged elf smiled and curtsied before vanishing to take on the form of my helm. The weight on my head comforted me, like a lover’s embrace before a long battle. I turned and looked to my new third-in-command.

      “Lust,” I spoke her name, and she met my eyes obediently. “To me. I require my blade.” Her red eyes widened in confusion, and she took a step towards me before smiling in realization. She closed her eyes and vanished.

      A magnificent hand-and-a-half broadsword appeared in my grip. The Lustblade. Its long sharp edges glistened in the chamber’s low light. It had been far too long since I had felt its familiar heft. I brought it about and held it vertically in front of me in both hands, smiling at my reflection. With my Lustblade, I could once again pierce any wall or barrier, whether physical or magical.

      I stepped forward and thrust the Lustblade’s tip through the magical barrier. The cage splintered from the point of impact, then shattered, vanishing as easily as it had appeared at the demon’s conjuration. My smile grew as I stepped toward the doorway, sword at the ready in both hands, helmeted head held high and proud. I had taken one more step to reclaiming my full power. Even without the full force of my Viceguard, Pride and Lust combined with my own innate abilities made me a fighting force this world had never seen.

      “This way!” the demon’s voice echoed into the room from the hallway. “He’s still contained, but I don’t know how much longer the prison will hold them—“ The creature cut off as he entered the room and saw me, ready for battle and unshackled. “He’s all yours!” the demon screamed, turning and fleeing past the pair of familiar figures following in his wake.

      They looked exactly as they had the first time I had encountered them. They still wore their finely pressed clothing and ascots, their shiny shoes, and their tinted spectacles. Not a hair on their heads seemed out of place as they stalked into the chamber like twin leopards.

      “We meet again,” the first bullet priest said, beginning to circle to my left.

      “You should have come quietly last time,” the second said as he circled to my right. “Now things could get messy.”

      “For all of us,” I replied, hefting the Lustblade. “But I do not mind a few stains on my clothing, especially not in the fine shade of crimson your blood displays.”

      They reached opposite sides of the room, making it impossible for me to watch both of them at the same time. I chose the first and pivoted left, seeing him summon a hail of bullets to fly in my direction. In the wake of his mystical attack, he charged, and I could hear his partner doing the same behind me.

      With the Lustblade in my hands and the Pridehelm on my head, I cared not what weapons they brought against me. The wide flat of the Lustblade carved a swathe through the bullets, and I slid into the channel of safety the grim sword created. The bullet priest blinked in surprise, but he had committed to his attack and could not change his trajectory without leaving himself badly open.

      I pivoted again, putting both of the priests in my sight, and joined the fight in earnest.
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      The bullet priests came at me in the same instant, but it mattered little. I swung the Lustblade in a wide arc, pivoting so that its point menaced first one priest and then the other in swift succession. They wisely avoided it, veering off course in opposite directions. That divided them and separated their focus, giving me the opportunity I needed to strike. I kicked one in the back and leaped toward the other, grasping the pressed collar of his jacket while bringing my sword in for a one-handed stab.

      The bullet priest’s clothing tore as he shook free of my grasp and wisely rolled away, never upsetting a hair on his immaculate head. His partner found his balance following my kick and came back with a vengeance, sending a fresh hail of bullets my way as he climbed to his feet. I dove aside and tackled the other priest, bearing him to the ground. Even with two of my Viceguard aiding me, fighting off the well-coordinated duo was an unnecessary risk. I had to separate them—truly separate them—and there was only one way to do that.

      The bullet priest beneath me struggled free, but it was too late. The world around us had changed. We had been transported to another realm. My Pridehold.

      “What is this?” the bullet priest cried in shock, wheeling about to examine his surroundings. “Where are we?” We stood in the middle of the rows of wooden pews. The perpetual demi-light of the Pridehold shone through the stained glass windows recording my many triumphs. This would be one more; I had only to use my wits.

      “I only wish to talk,” I lied as I crept closer to the priest. “Your partner seemed like the unreasonable one. Now that we are alone, we can discuss the matter plainly.”

      He summoned another hail of bullets and sent it at me in a string of three salvos. “You think I am a fool?” he shouted. “You brought me here to die. So be it. I do not fear death, but I will be sure to take you with me!”

      I carved a safe path through the bullet hail with the Lustblade, smirking as the projectiles disintegrated against my unstoppable weapon. The priest threw his arms wide and summoned three more storms but brought them all in from different angles at the same time. I had no choice but to throw myself behind a row of pews. The bullets tore the wooden furniture shielding me.

      I rolled and came to my feet running. A window shattered and curtains were torn to pieces in my wake, bullets missing by mere inches as the priest focused all of his attention on killing me. I raced out of sight behind a large standing screen and seized an ornamental jewel-encrusted dagger that sat on an elegant stand. I peeked out from behind the screen and threw the dagger with deadly force and accuracy, but the priest was quick enough to evade it, rolling his shoulder back and allowing it to pass by to sink into a large wooden chest.

      “You own many trinkets,” he called. “A pity none of them can rival the power of a bullet priest. How does it feel, to know that you sealed your own fate? Had you fled here alone, we would never have found you. But by bringing me along you have assured you will never poison the air on our world again.”

      Many trinkets indeed. I searched the immediate vicinity but found nothing useful behind the protection of the tall, heavy screen. I stepped forward and kicked the screen powerfully, causing it to tip over and fall toward the priest. He cried out in alarm and rolled to safety, but the distraction gave me the moment I needed to get close, close enough that he would not be able to use his bullet storms as effectively.

      I rushed in and threw a furious uppercut at his chin, fast and hard enough that a normal human would not have seen or felt it before dying. The priest was swift and skilled, though, and he diverted the blow with both hands before cartwheeling away, attempting to put some space between us. I ran in his wake and threw a sidekick that caught him in the midriff as he finished cartwheeling, slamming him into the wall. A nearby shelf full of ancient books and baubles rattled, and a crystal sphere tumbled to the ground, shattering.

      As the priest rose again, I grasped the now torn collar of his jacket and pivoted, attempting to throw him in front of the shelf. Rather than resist the technique, the priest rolled through it and reversed me, flipping me sideways so I smashed into the shelf. I felt the solid wooden rungs dig into my side as the contents of the shelf rattled again. But the bullet priest was not done. He followed up with a hail of bullets aimed at my head, forcing me to throw myself to the ground. I heard a creaking sound and looked up to find the priest tipping the shelf forward on top of me.

      Crash!

      The shelf broke over my back, the books pummeling me, the trinkets smashing or bouncing away depending on the fortitude of their fabrication. I cursed and rolled over, shoving the shelf aside and climbing to my feet as I blinked the dust from my eyes and hefted my Lustblade.

      The bullet priest had vanished, taking to hiding within my domain like a coward. That was a mistake. The Pridehold contained only so many hiding places, and I knew all of them. Unless... I hesitated as I strode toward the rows of pews and turned. The immovable door with the emblem of the serpent mocked me. It appeared as firmly closed as the last time I had seen it, but was the priest now using it to hide? I took a wavering step toward the door.

      Too late. I heard the shift of footsteps from between the rows of pews. As I attempted to turn around the diving priest struck me headlong in the back, and we tumbled to the ground together, locked in a grappling battle. I bucked and rolled and wound up on top, but the priest shifted his hips and slithered away sinuously. We both climbed to our feet again, facing each other, disheveled and dusty from the trials of combat. The priest was beginning to breathe hard.

      “Tiring already?” I asked with mirth in my tone. “They must not train you very hard at whichever monastery reared you.”

      The priest blinked at me in confusion. “We start every day by running up the side of a mountain and then crawling back down like bears on our hands and feet. Only then does the true training begin. But never before have I faced a man with powers and endurance such as yours.”

      It was my turn to blink in surprise. The people of this world continued to impress me.

      “Well,” I said through gritted teeth, “since you have never seen my like before, why do you not admit defeat? There is no need for wasted efforts.”

      “Never!” he cried, gaze hardening. “I would sooner endure a thousand years’ torture than willingly admit defeat, especially at the hands of one as dishonorable as you. Now finish me, or die trying!” He summoned a fresh hail of bullets and sent them storming in my direction, turning to flee again while I carved a safe path through the bullets with a flurry of swings from my Lustblade.

      I chased after the bullet priest as he found his way to the weapon rack in the front corner of the Pridehold’s main chamber. He seized the two-handed greatsword immediately and lifted it, his gait showing a renewed confidence as he came after me for a change.

      Clang! Clang! Tsssang!

      With three blows I had defended, countered, and cut his weapon clean in half. There was no material the Lustblade could not cleave, and when wielded in my mighty hands, it had unlimited potential. The priest ducked and dodged away, losing his tinted spectacles in the process.

      I stared into his amber eyes as I crushed the glasses beneath my dragon scale boot. They made a crumpling, tinkling sound.

      Barehanded again, the priest summoned bullet storms with both hands and sent one salvo after another. I ducked behind the nearest broad stone support column, evading most of the bullets while a select few missed and curved around to pursue me. Those few I cut down with careful strokes of my Lustblade, hearing her sing her joyous song as her arcane edge destroyed the projectiles.

      The priest backpedaled across the open space, hurling bullet hails with decreasing accuracy as I dodged and carved my way closer to him. He was flagging and faltering. And I was nearly close enough to close my mighty hands around his throat... I put on a burst of speed and swung the Lustblade, using all of its length to quest for a target.

      The priest was quick and clever. He changed direction suddenly and darted in to meet me, clutching my breastplate with both hands and pivoting to toss me into the pews.

      The benches were too heavy to shift beneath my weight. Instead, I smashed straight through their broad backs, my body sundered the first two and crashing into the third hard enough to crack it. I shook myself free of the debris but had no time to recover as another handful of bullets flew towards me. I rolled backward and grabbed two chunks of the pew, bringing them up in front of me as an improvised shield to absorb the bullets. The wood shattered, but all except one of the bullets were redirected enough to miss me.

      The last damnable projectile caught me in the leg, ripping clean through the flesh of my calf as it tore past me. I grunted at the sudden pain and caught myself on another pew to prevent myself from stumbling. I leaned on the pew, staring hatred at the priest.

      “Perhaps it is you who should give up already,” he gasped, raising a hand to send more of his seemingly limitless munitions in my direction. Blood spilled from my damaged leg, pooling and spreading across the floor in a crimson ring.

      “Is that what you think?” I roared. I dropped the Lustblade momentarily and hefted the long wooden bench I was leaning on, swinging it with all of my might. The tactic caught the priest completely by surprise, and the sheer length of the pew made it nearly impossible for him to dodge nimbly away. He tried and nearly made it, but the curved end of the bench still caught him in the back, spinning him around and smashing him up against the wall. I hurled the pew at him like a spear, then seized the Lustblade and charged in its wake, ignoring the pain in my leg.

      Crunch!

      The bullet priest clapped his hands, and some unseen force tore the oncoming pew apart like a thresher demolishing a stand of wheat.

      Crunch!

      The priest clapped his hands again, but not a moment before I did the only logical thing. I turned and hurled myself behind the nearest pillar. I heard the sound of tiny metal projectiles careening into the stone behind me and understood what the priest was doing.

      Shot-gun.

      This had to be the pure, destructive power that Alia, now Lust, had spoken of. But even the Lustblade could not carve a safe path through such a menacing cloud of metal. Even the Pridehelm might not protect me from the destructive torrent of magical bullets. I would have to act wisely and use every advantage the Pridehold could offer me.

      “You are growing desperate,” I called, trying to sneer despite the cautious edge to my voice. “Otherwise you would not have shown me that little trick. You are weakening, priest! Give up now and I will make your death swift. I will lop your head off with one stroke of my blade. She is as sharp as time is endless. You will not feel a thing.”

      The priest laughed in response, and I heard his footsteps nearing my hiding place. “It is you who is tiring,” he crowed, “for finally you have learned to fear my abilities. Tremble now, as you face the true might of a bullet priest!” He leaped around the pillar, hands upraised, but I was no longer there. I had ducked down between the pews, crawling through the gutters of my own house. Anything for victory. I made my way between two benches until I reached another pillar and scooted behind it.

      I looked up and realized I had arrived next to the serpent-sealed door. The damn thing loomed over me, tail-in-mouth, almost as if laughing. I scrambled to my feet, seizing a moment’s sudden inspiration. I checked around the corner, but the priest was busy inspecting a large armoire on the other side of the chamber. I would not find a better chance.

      I flung myself against the immovable door, digging my fingernails into the crack between it and the wall and heaving with all of my might. I thought I felt it budge a fraction, but it may have been my imagination. As I paused to gather my strength, I heard the priest crossing the Pridehold.

      “Where are you?” he called in a taunting voice, “Come out, come out, wherever you are. I had heard rumors that you were a mighty warrior. I never thought I would have to call you a coward...”

      I abandoned my attempts on the door and leaped out from behind the pillar, swinging the Lustblade with both hands. He was prepared for me. He had a pair of three-pronged parrying daggers he had found behind the armoire and he caught my sword deftly, nearly disarming me. I twisted my blade, shearing half the prongs off his weapons, but he used the distraction to send an elbow into my midriff. I had to drop to the ground and roll across my shoulders to avoid a sudden stab from his other hand. I let go of my blade and snared an ankle as I rolled, sending him tumbling to the floor. He fell on top of me, though, and caught one wrist in the remaining prongs of his nimble weapons. I growled and rolled again, flailing my free arm until my wrist made contact with his temple. He dropped the daggers and rolled away, barely semiconscious. I clutched at my injured wrist as I grasped my Lustblade once more. Meanwhile, the bullet priest prepared another deadly hail.

      “Let us have a proper contest!” I shouted before the priest could clap his hands or summon a hail of bullets. “Let us determine the superior warrior. No more tricks, hiding, or hidden powers. Our martial skill should decide who walks away from this alive.”

      The priest shook his head with a sneer. “Even after I kill you, I am doomed to die here. So why should I give you a fighting chance?” He prepared to bring his palms together.

      “Wait! I lied before,” I told him. “If I perish, the Pridehold is bequeathed to the first person to find their way into its depths. That would be you. You would gain power over this domain if you killed me, and the ability to step to and from it at will.” I was lying, but I could see the spark of belief in his eyes. “All this could be yours if you face me like a man.”

      “What’s to stop me from killing you the easy way and taking it anyway?” he asked.

      “Nothing but your honor, since you claim to have some,” I replied.

      He wavered, appearing to consider his options, then shook his head and retreated several steps before turning to face me in a fighting stance. “I don’t need my magic to best you. Come and face me.”

      I stabbed the Lustblade into the ground, then charged forward, throwing a barrage of swift short punches that chained up from his sternum to his chin. Rather than block or dodge, he rolled with them, allowing them to strike his abdomen but moving away to distribute the force. The result was that I pushed him clear across the open area and just missed his chin with my final blow. He flew backward from the force of our combined strength, catching himself against the wall with one hand and one foot, bouncing off like a child’s ball.

      “You are swift and well trained,” I admitted as I circled back to give him space to enter the clear area. As he stepped into it, I threw a leaping sidekick at his face, but he caught my foot and attempted to sweep my supporting leg. I anticipated the move and leaped again, rolling through his grip and kicking him a glancing blow to the head. He staggered away as I stumbled to my feet and raised my hands, one closed in a fist, the other open and beckoning.

      “Come on,” I grunted. “No more resting.”

      He answered by sprinting straight at me and diving forwards, tackling me around the midriff. The act surprised me so much that he actually bore me to the ground, and then we were locked together and grappling again. I scrambled on top but he rolled and reversed. I found myself on the floor with his knees pinning my arms and his fists battering my face through my helm’s opening.

      I bucked and flipped the priest off of me before returning to my feet. The fight had gone long enough. It was time to end it swiftly, by any means.

      I reached into the back of my waistband where the Desert Eagle still lurked, safety on. I pulled it out and clicked the little lever to the firing position, then pointed it in the priest’s general direction and pulled the trigger. I pulled the trigger again and again.

      The bullet priest fell, a look of surprise frozen on his face as blood leaked from the trio of holes in his chest. It seemed despite their abilities and moniker, they were not bulletproof.

      I took a moment to gather my senses, then tucked the gun back behind my belt and straightened the Pridehelm on my head.

      Well fought, my lord, Pride said in my mind. I sighed.

      A battle for the ages, Lust agreed as I picked her up from where I had stabbed her. I have never seen fighting like that before in my life. To face a bullet priest and triumph, by any means, is nigh unheard of in my world.

      “But we are not in your world,” I growled aloud. “We are in my realm.” I shook my stiff wrist out and flexed my calf, both wounds already nearly healed. “Now come. Our day’s work is yet unfinished.”
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      With the Lustblade still gripped in one hand, I knelt and hoisted the bullet priest’s corpse over my shoulder. I grunted as I straightened up and took a long look at my disheveled domain. The battle had torn through it like a tornado. There was broken glass and shattered wood everywhere, not to mention the scattered shelves and stone dust thick in the air from the shotgun blasts.

      “This will require repair,” I said to no one in particular.

      I wonder who will end up doing that, Pride quipped in my mind.

      “Hush now,” I said, and then I exited the Pridehold.

      I reappeared in the demon’s chamber, finding the remaining bullet priest still there, searching for me. He tore off his spectacles to stare when I dumped his partner’s body at his feet. He crumpled the glasses into a ball in his fist.

      “What have you done?” he demanded.

      “I did little,” I replied with a nod. “It was the bullets that did their work.”

      The priest looked from me to the body in confusion, which provided ample time for me to send Pride and Lust back to their true forms. My helmet and sword vanished, and the two deadly women appeared on either side of the priest. His eyes clouded with confusion and fear. He turned to flee in the only direction left to him, but my Viceguard and I moved swiftly as a single unit, cornering him against the wall by the door. He raised his hands in surrender.

      “You don’t know what you have done,” he said. “Killing a bullet priest is sacrilege. There will be hell to pay for this, mark my words. Doubly so if you kill me as well. Your only chance is to send me back alive. I could make a case for you. I could tell them that you did not understand, because you are so... new to this world.”

      I stepped forward, snarling. “Nothing you offer will deter your fate, priest.” The women closed in. Pride had her assault rifle trained on his head, and Lust licked her lips hungrily.

      “But I can promise you everything you want!” the priest cried in desperation, his back pressed against the hard stone wall. “All the power, the influence—it can all be yours! Be smart about this.”

      “Is that so?” I paused, then drew my dagger and stepped forward. “I think not.”

      “Get away!” the bullet priest roared and raised his hands toward Pride.

      “Pride, down!” I called and tackled her in desperation.

      Crunch!

      The sound of the shotgun blast filled the air behind us as I bore the first of my Viceguard to the ground. I looked up in time to see him slip past Lust. She landed a glancing right cross to his ear, but he shook it off and kept running, grabbing onto the doorframe to launch himself out of the room.

      “After him!” I roared as I scrambled to my feet. Lust was first out the door, with me directly behind her and Pride not far to the rear. We raced out into the long, wide hall and searched for the priest, but he was nowhere to be seen.

      “Which way did he go?” Lust gasped, brushing her hair away from her eyes as though it might have obscured her vision of him.

      “Does he possess some other magic? Or is he that fleet of foot?” Pride wondered aloud.

      “Both are possible, based on what I witnessed from his partner,” I replied. “I do not think we should split up. Come, let us follow the direction we know, back to the entrance from where we came.” The women nodded their agreement, and we jogged in a rough line down the corridor, past the statues and tapestries that adorned the lavish interior. As we rounded a bend I caught sight of a familiar dark suit going around the next corner.

      “There!” I hissed. “Hurry!” We sprinted down the hall in time to see him crossing a wide, open sitting room. As we arrived at the room’s entrance the demon poked his head up from behind a padded chesterfield.

      “Did you kill the—oh fuck, they’re right behind you!” he screamed. As he panicked, a fiery aura rose up around him. He raised both hands and shot a massive jet of flame straight at us.

      Lust, Pride, and I all dove in separate directions. I felt the heat of the flames, but my armor protected me from any chance of a true burn. I rolled away as an end table collapsed beneath the gout of flame that had struck it, crimson embers scattering dangerously close to my eyes. I hastened to my feet and helped Pride and Lust to theirs. The lingering wound in my leg slowed me down, but only slightly. I was still faster than anyone else in the room, except possibly the demon.

      The priest.

      I spun around, searching, but the bullet priest had vanished once more. Only the demon stood leering at us, his yellow eyes burning hatred as hot as the flames he commanded.

      “You force me to ruin my own home!” he cried. “But so be it! I will bring this entire city down if it means killing you, Shining One!” He laughed and shot another jet of flame, this one more concentrated and directed only at me. Lust pulled me aside to safety. Pride squeezed off a burst of bullets from her assault rifle, but the barrage went high and wide. Even so, it was enough to force the demon to take cover. He turned and raced out of the room, taking a path foreign to us.

      “After him!” I yelled, following my own command. We pursued the mob boss down a long hallway and to an external door, which he slammed behind him.

      “He’s locked it!” Lust cried as she arrived at the door first, trying the handle.

      “Move!” I growled and kicked the door so hard that it came clean off its hinges, falling flat with a solid whump.

      We poured out into the open air but retreated inside as gunfire sprayed just above our heads.

      “Who the fuck is that?” Lust gasped.

      “His army of followers,” Pride said. “We must have seen at least a dozen armed guards out there, and we only took down two or three.” Lust leaned over and flattened herself against the floor, crawling forwards until she could peek out the doorway. She had a moment to scan our surroundings, then pulled back as gunfire issued from the next block. Bullets tore up the floor tiles.

      “A dozen is no army,” I growled. “We can handle these guards. We need to coordinate—“

      “I hate to be the bearer of bad news,” Lust interrupted, her red eyes baleful, “but there’s not just twelve of them. Twelve with guns, maybe. Then there’s what looks like an entire neighborhood full of people coming after us with pitchforks and torches.”

      “Why would they have pitchforks and torches?” I asked, leaning toward the door for a look.

      “They don’t actually!” Lust shouted, pulling me back. “It’s just an expression. They’ve got knives and bats and other improvised weapons. But there’s a fucking lot of them. Too many for us, maybe even with you.”

      Pride and I exchanged a long glance.

      “What?” Lust asked, “what did I say?”

      “There’s never been too many for our lord,” Pride said with awe in her tone. “He feeds off death as you feed off blood. Each life he takes makes him stronger. You will see, young one. We will triumph today.”

      Lust wrinkled her nose at Pride and turned away, crossing her arms. I could tell she did not enjoy being called young, but in truth, she was much younger than myself or even Pride. Her world was a young one, as far as I could tell. It barely remembered its own history.

      “Let us all work together then,” I said. “Ladies, I require my helm and blade.”

      They smiled at each other for once, and both vanished.

      The weight of the Pridehelm settled on my head, bringing the comfort of its protection and clarity of thought. The Lustblade settled into my grasp, its impervious edge thirsty for the blood of the masses outside.

      “Are we all prepared?” I asked as I flexed my feet and tightened my grip around my bastard sword’s hilt.

      I have never felt so ready in my entire life, Lust responded, take me where and as you will, my lord.

      Let us destroy those who stand in our way and lay our hands on that demon, Pride’s voice added. If his minions gather to attack us, he must still be close.

      “You’re right,” I muttered, bracing my back against the wall. I took a deep breath and made my move.

      I pivoted and dove through the nearest window, hearing more than feeling the glass shatter as the Pridehelm burst through the fragile layering. The men outside adjusted their aim and fired at me, but by that time I was on my feet and moving. I bashed the last few bullets aside with the Lustblade and sprinted around the corner of the house to temporary safety.

      People carrying knives, shovels, clubs, and rakes pressed in from all sides. I released Pride and Lust to their true forms, watching them prepare in their own ways for the coming battle. Pride took a deep breath and straightened her back, ever the honorable warrior. Lust licked her lips and rubbed her palms together; even though she would no longer require blood for sustenance, I would not be surprised if the taste for it lingered in her. She was about to have her fill.

      “Take them,” I said, and we stepped forward into the pressing horde.

      There were so many arms and legs lashing at me, it felt like wading through a thick stand of bushes. I lost sight of the women on either side of me as I laid into the horde, my dragon scale armor turning back their meager blades and blunted weapons. I killed a young woman with a blow to her throat, then seized the elderly man next to her and broke his spine over my knee. I lifted my arms and roared to the sky, torquing violently at the waist and mashing my elbows through the thin skulls of the humans surrounding me. There were so many of them, and yet they could do absolutely nothing to stop me.

      They fared little better against Pride. She did not have my strength, but she used her speed and skill with great cunning, darting in and out of the horde, never still for an instant, daggers piercing here and puncturing there. Every so often she would grasp the assault rifle still slung across her shoulders and spray the crowd to create space, then begin her deadly patterns again.

      Lust was much less controlled, more vicious and primal. She laid into the crowd with her hands and her teeth, drawing blood everywhere she bit, licking her lips between assaults. Even more than they cowered away from Pride or myself, the crowd began to turn away from Lust, for no one wanted to face the madwoman in her killing frenzy. She bit her most recent victim, a young man, right in the throat and tackled him to the ground, suckling at his neck to have her fill.

      “Lust!” I shouted at her, but she did not look up. “Alia! You are no longer tied to the instincts of the creature you once were. Rejoin the battle!”

      “Even in victory, you still manage to lose,” cackled the demon as he came around the corner with his gun-toting guards in tow. “Aim carefully, boys. We don’t want to miss this time.”

      “Get down!” I shouted, following my own advice and pulling a pair of bodies on top of me.

      The sound of automatic gunfire mowed through the square, and I heard Lust scream.

      “Lust!” I called, struggling out of my hiding spot as the gunmen reloaded. As I gained my feet I saw she had not screamed in pain, but rather protest. Pride had tackled her to safety just before the bullets flew through the area.

      “She’s out of control!” Pride called, holding tightly to the struggling former vampire, who in her rage turned to bite her fellow Viceguard.

      “Enough, Lust!” I shouted. “To me, now!” The woman vanished and reappeared in her sword form as the mighty Lustblade, clasped between my hands. Pride rose to her feet, shooting me a thankful glance, then pivoting to cave in a man’s skull with a powerful kick as she grabbed ahold of her assault rifle again. She was getting a feel for the weapon; her next spray killed a trio of running enemies as quickly as they could draw their last breaths.

      “How did you ever manage to rule over a world?” the demon laughed as I killed more of his minions. “You can’t even control your bitches.”

      “Is that so?” Pride growled and sprayed a burst of bullets in his direction. Most missed badly, but one of the projectiles tore through the flesh of his shoulder.

      The demon screamed. He clapped a hand to the wound as green ichor spilled out. I could feel the Lustblade hungering for it. She wanted to be the one to take his life, to taste that disgusting smelling blood. She was still in a frenzy, but as long as she remained in my hands she was fully under my control. But I could still give her what she wanted. I could quench her thirst.

      I closed in on the demon’s right side, drawing my Lustblade back for a devastating slash.

      Pride came in from the demon’s left, pulling her daggers from their sheaths and preparing to spill more of the creature’s blood.

      In desperation, the demon raised his clawed hands and sent a gout of flame at each of us, but they had waned in size and strength. Our unnaturally strong armor protected us from the meager flames, and we continued pressing forward, weapons ready to tear through that scaly demonic flesh.

      “Alright, alright you win!” the demon cried, falling to his knees and raising his hands placatingly. “No more magic, no more spells. No more minions! I swear. I was testing you, really. What I really wanted is for us to be friends. And we still can be! Don’t you see...” He trailed off as we stopped in front of him, forming a unified line of weapons and armor.

      “Good,” I smirked. “He surrenders. That makes this a cold-blooded execution rather than a hot-blooded killing. A soothing change of tone, do you not agree, Pride?”

      “I would have to agree, my lord,” she purred.

      I felt the Lustblade tingle in my grasp. She was ready to be christened with demon blood. She could already taste it on the air, and she wanted more.

      “No, wait!” the demon sobbed, wringing his hands.

      “For what?” I laughed, lifting my sword high. “You are a traitor. I would never trust you. Now prepare to leave this precious world of yours behind.”

      “No, please! I’m worth more to you alive than dead!” the demon screeched as he clutched at his knees. “I know things! Useful things! Things you’d never learn any other way!”

      I did not care, but I felt Pride’s hand on my shoulder.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “He may be lying,” she replied. “But I believe he may be privy to valuable knowledge. Things we might not uncover for years without his help.”

      “This mewling creature? I am not so sure.” I frowned, running a thumbnail along my Lustblade’s keen edge. “My new Viceguard is thirsty, and how could we trust the information of a traitor?”

      “Hear me out, at least!” the demon cried, now fully prostrated on the ground. “Listen to what I have to say and then determine yourself whether my information is worthy of my life. Consider sparing me, oh great dark lord, oh King of Sin!”

      The flattery of a traitor gave me no pleasure, but Pride was right. Perhaps he might have useful information after all.

      “So, you would advise that I let him live?” I asked Pride over my shoulder, setting a heavy boot atop the demon’s skull.

      “I do,” she replied. “At least long enough for him to stop sobbing and speak a little more.”

      “I will.” The demon was careful not to move or dislodge my boot from his head. “I will tell you everything you want to hear, my lord.”

      “Good,” I replied, applying a little more pressure with my boot. “Because I want to know everything.”

      I looked around and realized that the masses had stopped attacking us. They were meandering about haphazardly, some returning to their homes or tasks while others seemed stuck in a limbo. So the demon had used a mental coercion.

      “Well, you are as good as your word so far,” I growled, hauling the demon to his feet. “Let us see how far this newfound honesty can take you.” I placed the edge of the Lustblade at the demon’s throat and marched him back into his mansion, all the way to a sitting room where I tossed him into an easy chair. Pride and I sat facing him, and I placed my sword across my knees, a constant threat. “Now,” I said, “start with the piece of information you think I would most like to hear.”

      The demon gulped, staring at my Lustblade, and then nodded. He cleared his throat.

      “You were not sent to another world. This is your homeworld,” he said. “You have only been sent forward in time.”
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      “You lie,” I spat, denying the thought before it could truly form in my mind. This was not my world! Where were the rolling hills and woodland springs? Where were the dwarves, the elves, the dragons? What then of the Enemy who had defeated me? No, this could not be the same world that I had once ruled over. Even time could not change the face of stone so entirely. Could it?

      “No!” the demon said nervously, cowering in his chair. “I swear it. I would not lie to you. At least, not under these circumstances. The portal your Enemy banished you through brought you forward in time many millennia. The records are unclear from those days. However, one thing is certain. You never left this world. You merely stepped through the window of its existence to a future no one could ever have imagined. Your Enemy must have assumed that the world would have ended by now. If not, surely He would have seen the error in His ways.”

      “The error?” I asked, raising my eyebrows and leaning forward. “What error?”

      “Don’t you see?” the demon said and then sighed. “No, I suppose you wouldn’t, not yet. He may have won a great battle when He sent you through the portal... but He also assured that you would eventually win the war. For now, who remains to oppose you? The world has forgotten your tyranny and will be slow to rise up to defend itself. The countries will fall to infighting as you invade and take over. Before long, you will rule with an even firmer grasp than ever before.”

      He’s just telling you what you want to hear, Lust’s voice said in my mind. Kill him! Let me taste that loathsome demon goo he calls blood.

      “Not yet,” I said aloud, drawing a panicked look from my captive. “I would hear more about this... about my world first.” I nodded at the demon. “Start at the beginning.”

      He cleared his throat nervously and licked dry lips with a forked tongue. “According to our oral history, which is more accurate than the few surviving documents, soon after the Shining One was defeated, his kingdom and infrastructure fell to shambles. Those that remained of the ancient races scattered or hid, living in small concealed colonies or diluting their bloodlines in the human race that emerged as dominant shortly thereafter. They were not as strong and stalwart as the dwarves, nor as swift and cunning as the elves, but they possessed one innate ability that proved more valuable than all others in the long run.”

      “They breed,” I said as I realized what he was talking about. “I remember. Most dwarven and elven couples would be together for hundreds of years and produce a single child, if any. Here I have seen mothers with three and four squealing runts in tow. It is disorganized and rowdy, but I suppose I can see its effectiveness.”

      “Are you saying...” Pride’s cheeks had reddened, and she had one hand on her face and the other on a sheathed dagger hilt. “Are you saying my people do not exist anymore because... because we did not bear enough children?”

      “It makes sense, Pride,” I said gently. “In all your years of living, you never had real want of a child. And your parents never saw fit to give you a brother or sister.” She swallowed and shook her head, covering her eyes with the hand on her face momentarily, then lowering her arm to display a vicious blue gaze.

      “Go on, then,” she said, staring a hole in the demon. “Continue with your tale. And make every word true, or we will let the vampire loose on you.”

      Taking my cue, I held the Lustblade out to my side and allowed my second Viceguard to take her natural form. The dark-haired woman took shape, pulling her bangs back away from her eyes.

      “I’ve never tasted demon blood before,” she said. “Do you think it would make me strong, my lord?”

      “Down, Lust,” I commanded idly. “But yes, it probably would. Keep that in mind.” She licked her lips but sat obediently on the arm of the sofa next to me. “You know,” I said idly to no one in particular, “I would wager that Lust could drink a healthy measure of a demon’s blood before he started to perish. We could probably keep him alive for quite some time while she sucked him dry, slowly, bit by bit.”

      “Fuck, stop it!” the demon screamed, pressing himself against his chair so it scraped backward over the floorboards. “I’m telling you everything I know, I swear.”

      I nodded for him to continue, and he took a deep, steadying breath.

      “When the new races, primarily the humans, rose up, they formed new treaties with the remnants of the ancient races. Treaties which banished the elves and the dwarves from memory, almost from existence. They agreed to them because they had little choice and little fighting spirit left. We demons were forced into hiding, with no one left to lead us. We only survived as a race because of our grit and longevity. You nearly doomed us all, Shining One.”

      I frowned and motioned for him to continue.

      “There was a great war. Most of the remaining elves and dwarves fought alongside the humans against the nightkin, ancestors of the vampires and shapeshifting beastmen you see today. Not to mention the rats that skulked behind enemy lines, gathering information. Some demons joined the fighting, choosing their side, while others remained in hiding. But it was chaos for everyone, chaos down to the core of the loneliest hermit hiding off in the woods.” He pointed at Lust. “The new races are too young and wild to remember, but they lost that war. They were banished, nearly into oblivion, to linger in the shadows for centuries. Only recently have they gathered enough power to be a force worthy of note on this world.”

      The demon turned his eyes away from Lust. “But there were rumors, talk of a prophecy foretold by a budding virgin as she lay on her deathbed. It said that as she passed, her eyes glazed over and her voice became that of a god, and she told of how the Shining One would come again. But life moved on, people moved on. Humans, in particular, moved on. We forgot that young girl’s dying words, forgot the fate she foretold for our world. With all of the marvels of the modern age, no one believes the old stories anymore. And why would they? We are forgotten remnants.”

      For the first time I could feel myself truly accepting what had happened. I had not been banished to another world from whence I could return. I had been sent forward in time. Everyone I had ever known was long dead, save for Pride. I stared straight through the demon, seeing the ages slip away like rotted pages of an endless calendar. Perhaps it was another world.

      “And you...” I said at last, carefully considering my words. “You accept this? A demon? You skulk in the shadows and moan over your inevitable defeat? No wonder I did not recognize this world. Things have turned on their head. During my rule, the demons were renowned for their bravery. I could send them after any task, and they would conquer it. They were my trusted knights and advisors. You do not deserve to call yourself a demon if the best you can do is grovel and groan about days long past and forgotten.”

      “I have done well!” the demon shot back, his yellow eyes glimmering with anger. “Did you not see how many humans I have under my control? Do you not see the wealth at my disposal? I am everything that anyone remaining in this world wants to be.”

      “And yet you are a coward,” I said. “You lead a pathetic, sheltered life. You know this is true.”

      For a moment I thought the demon would leap to his feet and attempt to fight me again, and my muscles steeled. But then he relaxed and laughed, almost a hiccup, as though the sound had escaped unbidden.

      “I suppose you’ve got me there,” he said. “This world’s way is the way of cowards, by your standards.”

      “So I have seen,” I growled, thinking of how the vampire king had begged and pleaded for his life. This demon had been stronger, but it showed no more resolve once broken and defeated. “Do you have any value? Any redeeming qualities? Any reason I should not kill you at the end of this story? I do not suppose you know where my old kingdom might be buried beneath the sands of time?”

      “It would all have eroded by now,” he said, waving a clawed hand dismissively. “But I do have great value, my lord. You must only listen a little more. We can work together, as you suggested earlier. Naturally, I had my doubts about you, and I had my orders against you. But now that I have witnessed the power of the Shining One firsthand, I will pledge my loyalty to you.”

      “You pledge your loyalty as easily as a whore spreads her legs,” I replied. “Why should I believe in you? Why should I trust you enough to keep you alive?”

      “You have my word, on my honor as a demon. That still means something, in certain circles. I will not breach it. If you let me live, I will serve you and your followers, and act only in accordance with your purposes. You will find no resistance from me. Only guidance and assistance.”

      I stood up and paced, looking from the demonic mob boss to Lust and Pride. The elf was considering the options as strongly as me. The vampire seemed to only be considering what the demon might taste like.

      “Perhaps it would be wisest to grant you your life,” I said at last. “After all, I have found value in recruiting local allies.” I reached out and tousled Lust’s hair, and she beamed at me momentarily before leering back at the demon.

      “He’s going to let me taste you,” she whispered. “I can tell.”

      “Lust, to me,” I commanded, and she gave a disappointed look over her shoulder before transforming into my magnificent blade once more. “She can be a task to handle when she’s not in hand,” I chuckled. I leaned her long blade over my shoulder and stretched my back, gazing down at the seated demon. “I am still not convinced. Tell me more of your value. What is it you do?”

      The demon’s eyes glowed, and he sat forward at a chance to boast. “I am the strongest underworld force in the state,” he declared confidently. “Those fourteen men who came calling on you were just a delegation of my usual retinue plus a few hired goons. Rest assured, I have armies at my disposal, and I can mobilize them within minutes if necessary.”

      “Like the army you mobilized against us?” I laughed. “Children and elderly folk with sticks and knives?”

      “I had every reason to believe you were contained!” the demon said hotly, “and I had the bullet priests on my side. The Overseers are not known for losing battles, or enforcers. They lost both today. That, as much as anything else, has proven to me that you are who you seem to be. I am yours to command, Shining One.” He stood briefly, then fell to his knees, head bowed. “If you still wish to take my life, then so be it, but I think you know I will be more useful to you living. I can arrange all the connections which you need in order to take over this world quickly and efficiently. I can provide you with soldiers, with arms, and with everything else fighting men need. I can be your greatest ally. And I will do all this, so long as I have my life. On that I swear.”

      I strode up and down the space in front of him, letting each footfall spell the potential for his doom. I rotated my shoulder as if loosening it for a mighty swing, and then I stopped in front of the demon.

      “Very well,” I said at last. “I will let you live. I will even permit you to serve as my vassal in this land, beneath me. You will obey me and my Viceguard. You will be my emissary to the human underworld, to ensure that all my commands are passed on to my people. Since you know this world and its gutters so well, I will allow you to remain there. But there will be a price for your freedom.”

      “Anything!” the demon laughed. “Take anything you want! I have wealth in every form. Gold, silver, rare books, art, and gemstones. Take it all! I can always get more of everything in this world. Just leave me my life. I’ve built a good one, and I intend to continue enjoying it a long while.”

      “So you agree to my price?” I asked.

      “I do,” he replied gratefully.

      “Tell me your name,” I commanded.

      “It is Krish,” he said simply.

      “Well, Krish—“

      I struck like a viper, the Lustblade slashing in a downward arc and severing the demon’s right arm. It slumped to the ground, twitching, and he screamed in agony as green blood spurted forth. I could hear Lust singing in my mind, happy to have finally slaked her thirst.

      “Why?” the demon screamed. “Why would you do this to me? I would have given you anything you wanted...”

      “Well, I wanted blood and bone,” I replied, walking in a slow circle around him. He clutched hopelessly at his bloody stump, trying to stem the flow. “How much of that can you offer me? Because your bill is only half paid.”

      “What do you mean... No, no please!”

      The Lustblade sizzled and sang as she severed the demon’s other arm, sending it writhing into the corner. More green viscera fountained to the ground in thickening globules, and the demon collapsed on his face, sobbing more for his loss than from pain. A demon’s arms meant more to him than any human’s ever would, for it was only through gestures that the demons could cast their most devastating spells. I had taken away the core of his strength.

      The bleeding demon choked on his sobs as I held Lust at arm’s length and allowed her to take her true form. The young-looking former vampire gazed up at me, eyes shining in thanks for the taste of blood I had granted her.

      “We have done what we came to do,” I said with a triumphant smile, beckoning for the women to accompany me. “Let us be away from this place before that ichor begins to turn sour.”

      Pride fell into step silently, but Lust was filled with the questions of the very young.

      “Will the demon die?” she asked. I shook my head and chuckled, throwing a glance over my shoulder at the moaning demon as we left the room.

      “No,” Pride said. “Demons are built to withstand much worse than that. He will live to see another day, or a thousand. But he will never forget who his life belongs to. Our lord has made certain of that.”

      We strolled out of the mansion and through the grounds together, past the piles of corpses left behind from the battle. No one attempted to block our way as we exited the gated village. Before long, Lust had stolen us a car and we were on our way back to the cathedral. I could not stop smiling. The demon’s screams were still echoing in my ears like the fond memories of a lover’s voice.
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      The vehicle Lust had stolen on this occasion was a large, wide car painted green with scratchy fabric inside. Lust called it a station wagon. Pride rode in the back, sitting sideways with her lithe legs along the seat.

      “I enjoy this front seat,” I said, reclining slightly in the padded chair. “I think I will always use it when we go about in cars.”

      Lust grinned at me. “Shotgun?” she said.

      I blinked and glanced out the window. “Where?”

      “No,” she threw back her head and laughed. “Shotgun is what you say when you want to claim the front seat. It’s kind of a stupid game humans play with their friends.”

      “Oh?” I frowned. “A game over such a trifle?” I tried to form some connection between the devastating firearms and the front seat of a vehicle but could see none.

      “It comes from way back,” Lust explained as she guided the car around a corner. “From a time we refer to as the Wild West when the main means of getting around was via horse and buggy, or stagecoach. We invented guns before we really figured automobiles out.”

      “Automobiles?”

      “Cars. Anyway, as you can probably imagine in a place called the Wild West, there was a whole lot of crime, most particularly armed robbery. Anyone with a horse, a gun, and a bandana could potentially hold you up along the highway. So it became common practice to bring someone along, either a friend or a hired goon, to sit up front next to the driver with a shotgun in hand. It wasn’t a perfect method, but it deterred an awful lot of less determined robbers. Anyway, I guess people started referring to riding up front as riding shotgun, and the name just stuck with different types of vehicles through the ages.”

      “Fascinating,” I said. “Even your other powerful inventions tend to be associated with guns. They are a powerful tool, no doubt, but I sense they are not without weaknesses. They run out of ammunition quickly, for one.”

      “That, and more,” Lust said with a nod. “Depending on the type of gun, they can jam, overheat, misfire... the list goes on. And maintaining a gun properly is a bit more complex than keeping an edge on a sword or spear. There are definite advantages to the old ways. They just get massacred when going head-to-head against the new ones.”

      I shifted in my seat. We were nearing the cathedral’s neighborhood, and a nervous energy crept into my bones. What if someone had stolen the starfire while we were gone?

      “Massacred?” I said with passing interest, but wanting a distraction. “I assume that, at some point, scores of swordsmen fell to a few gunmen famously.”

      “More than scores,” she chuckled. “And it happened many times, in many different parts of the world, until people finally figured guns out. Hell, it still happens. From time to time you get kids with knives and sticks fighting professional soldiers carrying thousands of dollars of equipment. Guns, especially machine guns, were like a gift from the gods on early battlefields. Imagine one man cutting down a small army. Well, I guess you don’t have to imagine that if you’ve done it.” The station wagon came to a stop with the nose almost touching the cathedral’s side wall.

      “I have.” I smiled as I remembered the demon’s minions dying between my hands and on my blade. They were not warriors like those I had faced on my world, or rather, in the pre-ancient history of this world. But snuffing out their lives still served to bring me pleasure.

      I climbed the cathedral’s front steps with Lust and Pride on either side of me, allowing me a slight lead. I did not know whether they were being deferential, or if they did not want to come between me and any potential trouble.

      I stalked through the heavy doubled doors, past the sitting room where we had slain so many of the demon’s men, and down the long hall that wound around the main chamber to the bishop’s rooms I had claimed as my own. I pushed tentatively against the solid wooden door. It did not budge. A sigh of relief escaped my lungs. The starfire had not been stolen.

      “It is still there,” Pride confirmed with a nod. “It is so potent, I can sense it through the door and the canisters, if faintly.”

      I placed both hands flat on the door and braced my legs. I pushed with all of my might, slowly forcing the barrels to grate backward across the floor so the door could swing open.

      “I know you must be tired,” I said to Pride, “but I still have more to ask of you. We cannot go unprotected much longer. We are too vulnerable here.”

      She nodded, stepping into my room and placing a pale hand over the hole she had carved atop the first canister. “It will be done, my lord. How shall I conceal us? With this amount of starfire at my disposal, only your imagination limits the illusions I can cast.”

      “Well, we want it to last,” I mused, stroking the coarse stubble on my chin and gazing at Lust’s pouty mouth. “There would be little point to wasting it all in our first year. And besides, we cannot remove this cathedral from the face of the world without anyone noticing. No, I think you should best proceed with an array of lesser illusions, first of my Viceguard. Let it appear unremarkable at first sight, then distasteful to any who still approach. But let the strongest wielders of the arcana witness some flicker of your work here. We will thus attract allies and set a trap for enemies, all with a single swift stroke.”

      Pride took a moment to consider, lips pursed as she blew blonde bangs out of her eyes. She nodded. “I believe I can do this. I will create the necessary bindings to perpetuate the illusions without me. It would be wise to combine my efforts with a more modern approach to our security.” Her gaze traveled to Lust, who took her cue and stepped forward.

      “We discussed using some mines of different types, explosive traps, some triggered by pressure plates, others by tripwires. We could open up one or two of the lower entrances but booby-trap them to take out anyone who gets past your illusions. Or the illusions could conceal the traps even more effectively. That would probably keep the front steps mostly clear for our access; anyone attacking us is going to think they’re clever and go in one of the side ways.”

      “They could also gain entrance through my balcony, should they be apt climbers or have some means of flight,” I pointed out. “A trap there would be fitting. I should rather like to wake up one morning and walk outside to find a dead invader or two waiting to greet me.”

      Lust laughed and tossed her hair. “You are a wicked one, my lord. I can set that up for you. I’m pretty sure Cyborg can get me everything we need.”

      “Let us not stop at a few simple traps,” I said. “I have thought long on the defenses possessed by the nuclear power plant. I should like to see us outfitted with some of their measures, as well as the spying glass for the front door. The security camera. If anyone comes or goes, I wish to know about it. If anyone even tries to come or go, I wish to know about it. Is that too much to ask?”

      “Not at all, my lord.” Lust gave a slight bow. “It will be my pleasure to make the arrangements. Cyborg will still be my first stop. He won’t have everything we need, but he’ll have the best connections for getting the products he lacks.”

      “Perhaps he could arrange for us to have some more guns, and ammunition as well,” I mused, pulling the empty Desert Eagle from the back of my belt and setting it on the dresser. “I believe they are worthy of further investigation as a form of combat. And I should learn more about those damnable bullet priests as well.”

      “Why don’t we ask our armless accomplice for more guns?” Lust pointed out. “He seemed to have almost limitless resources, and I’m sure he’d be ah... happy to help in any way he can.”

      “The demon Krish?” I said, glancing upwards in thought. “Yes, he did command an impressive arsenal.” I felt a warming sensation wash through me as I gazed at the former vampire, now the second of my Viceguard. My Lust. “Very well. Your task shall be to fetch guns and ammunition from the demon, then to place an order with Cyborg for all that we require. Tell him the price is no object, but we require all materials at speed. But first... it is time.”

      She cocked her head to one side, looking at me quizzically. “Time for what, my lord?”

      I enjoyed the way she said that. The title still sounded new and strange on her tongue, and thinking of her pink little tongue sent my mind further down the path I had begun to wander. I unbuckled my breastplate with a groan and handed it to Pride, who wore a large, knowing smile.

      “Time to complete the Viceguard ritual,” I said as I removed my bracers and passed them to Pride as well. “Come, Lust. Help your lord disrobe.”

      She seemed shocked at first, almost stunned into stillness. But Pride took her pale hand and guided it to my side, and once she touched me, she found the means to move again. She dropped to her knees and unbuckled my cuirass and greaves, leaving them in a haphazard pile on the floor in her haste. Pride chuckled and collected all of my armor as it came off, stacking it neatly in the corner before sitting down on a chair to watch.

      Lust looked exactly like I wanted, her petite face framed by dark hair as she looked up from where she knelt on the floor. After she finished with my greaves, she slid her hands up and down my shins a few times, before realizing my boots were still on. She held them still while I stepped out of them, then arranged them neatly by the foot of the bed.

      “Would my lord care to catch me undressed?” she asked demurely as her hands roved up my thighs.

      “Stay where you are,” I replied, “but take off your shirt.”

      She kept looking up at me, wide-eyed, as she slid the dark garment up and over her head. It mussed her hair and left her looking like she had just woken up in the morning. She did not wear or need a brassiere; her small pert breasts stood taut on their own, nipples stiffly at attention. I reached out with both hands, cupping her head and sliding two fingers between her lips. She swirled her tongue around and between them, tempting and tantalizing me. Once they were moistened, I retracted my fingers and reached down to smear saliva over one rigid nipple. She quivered and gasped when I kneaded it. I performed the same ministrations on her other breast and then cupped her chin in my hand.

      “I can see you begging with your eyes,” I said, “but I want to hear you do it with your words.”

      “Please my lord,” she said obediently. “I want you so badly. I... don’t know where I belong anymore, unless I belong to you. Make me yours.” Her hands quested for my belt but I caught her wrists and pulled her to her feet. I spun her around and threw her across the bed, pinning her down forcefully. With my chest pressed against her bare back, I tore open her belt and yanked her pants off, drawing an excited squeak from her throat. My right hand clenched a fistful of her hair while my left darted between her legs and spread the lips of her womanhood.

      “How long have you wanted this?” I demanded, my voice strong in her ear. She practically purred her response.

      “Since I first saw you, my lord. I didn’t need to show myself off to you. I could have just beckoned. But even then, I secretly wanted you to take me.”

      I struck her bare ass hard, then climbed off the bed and lifted the hem of my shirt.

      “Arch your back,” I commanded. By the time I had lifted the garment over my head, she had positioned herself perfectly, ass framed by her slender hips and held open invitingly. I let a feeling of controlled relaxation wash over me as I unbuckled my belt and slid my pants off. I climbed back onto the bed, behind her and between her legs, and pressed my bare body up against hers.

      “Mmm,” she murmured. “My lord... let me feel you inside of me. Take me, my lord...”

      I was as hard as an oak, ready to push between her glistening lips and enjoy her until I was spent. But I liked making her wait. I wanted her to know in her soul that she would do anything for me. She was quaking, trembling beneath my touch, barely able to support herself on her hands and knees.

      “You desire me?” I whispered, and then wrapped a hand around her throat. “Tell me!”

      “Oh, I want you badly,” she groaned. “Take me, take me. I don’t know who I am without you, my lord. I don’t know what I’m do—“

      She gasped as I thrust my hips forward and slid my rigid cock halfway into her soaking cunt. The warm, wet walls ushered me further in, but I held back, forcing her to grind her hips backward to take me all the way. She groaned and planted her face in the blankets, hips bucking slightly as she eased forward and back along my length.

      “How does it feel?” I asked her, then slapped her rear hard enough to leave a palm print when she did not respond. “I asked you a question, Lust. How does it feel to take your lord for the first time?”

      “So good,” she gasped, flicking her hair back as she looked over her shoulder at me. “You fill me up perfectly, just the way I want it. Just the way I need it. Fuck me harder, my lord. Take whatever you please from my body. Just let me be your pleasure. Your toy. Your Lust.”

      I ground my hips forward, rubbing my pelvis against her luscious cheeks as I buried myself inside of her. I licked her from shoulder to ear, then bit the soft skin of her neck. I used her, slowly at first, but building to all the force and speed she could desire. She moaned and pressed back against me at first, timing my thrusts for maximum penetration, but before long the power of my hips forced her flat against the mattress. She yielded to me like a yew in a windstorm, taking all that I could offer and savoring every moment of it. Her hands curled and uncurled, gripping handfuls of the blankets until she had almost pulled the sheet from the mattress.

      I glanced across the room at Pride, who was watching in serene satisfaction, one hand draped idly between her open legs. She cocked an eyebrow when she saw me looking, wondering if it was an invitation, but I shook my head. Not this time, first of my Viceguard, I thought. I prefer to complete the ritual alone.

      I pulled out of Lust and flipped her over and spun her like a top, so she ended up lying on her back with her head pointed toward me. I loomed over her, my dripping cock inches from her face.

      “Well?” I asked. “Are you going to clean your juices off of me?”

      “Is that part of my duties as a Viceguard?” she inquired smoothly.

      “It is now,” I replied, “and your ass will be reddened much worse if your duties go unfulfilled.”

      She appeared to be considering the proposition with some interest, but then shrugged, an odd action while lying down, and opened her mouth. Her pale pink tongue made contact with my wet tip. Then she engulfed the head and swallowed half of my length as easily as drawing a breath.

      I inhaled sharply at the sudden pleasurable pressure. Her tongue and lips were so articulate, so exquisite. They found all the most sensitive spots and caressed them lovingly, longingly. I could see from Lust’s eyes that she was enjoying herself. She liked the taste of my flavor mingled with her own, but she wanted me back inside her. She wanted me to use her until I came to my fall, and I would give that to her. Just not yet.

      “Use your hands now,” I commanded, and she began working my shaft with both of her tiny hands while lapping at me below with her dainty tongue. I groaned and moved my hips in time with her ministrations, giving over entirely to the feeling. I would not let her finish me, not like this and not yet. But I could let her goad me closer, letting her pleasure me as well as she could.

      When I could take it no longer, I seized her around the waist and flipped her over again, drawing a startled squeak from her lips. I pressed her into the mattress, taking her from behind once more like a lion with its mate. She growled and thrashed in the throes of pleasure, pushing back against me. I wrapped my arms around her and clutched her petite breasts, enjoying their soft suppleness and the way their stimulation made her moan.

      “Oh, my lord,” she gasped as a new wave of ecstasy all but overwhelmed her. “I can’t wait... I need to... please, may I come?” I kept thrusting in and out of her without responding, turning her moans into whimpers.

      “Have you earned the right?” I asked at last, the question a mere whisper from my lips to her ears. She was either too breathless or too afraid to answer, so I gathered her hair and made her arch her back. I slammed myself deep inside of her again to the screeching cries of Lust’s pleasure.
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      Where in the hell did this damn door come from?

      I stood amidst the wreckage of the Pridehold, staring at the seal of a serpent swallowing its own tail. Sweat flecked my neck and clung to my clothing. I had attempted to open the strange portal again, straining against it with all of my strength. Just as my energy had flagged, it moved a fraction of an inch, a barely perceptible shift. Or was it my imagination?

      I turned and moved across the chamber to the one corner that had remained mostly untouched by the hard-fought battle. There was a gold enameled standing mirror there, and I examined my reflection in it, enjoying as always the way the Pridehelm looked upon my head. I sighed. I was not looking forward to what would come next, but it was necessary. This was my domain, after all, and I wanted to keep it proper.

      I found a broom and dustpan among the mess and set to sweeping up the smaller bits of glass, stone, and wood that littered the floor, dumping the loaded dustpan at odd intervals into an ornate waste bin I had taken off some former king or other. I set my jaw and continued cleaning as I remembered that I was a sort of former king myself.

      After clearing the worst of the small debris I set to stacking the larger pieces. Several benches had been fully destroyed, and large bites had been taken from the masonry of the pillars and walls. Miraculously, most of the stained glass windows had survived, though a breeze did filter in where one had been blown out by a hail of bullets. I took the time to board it up, using carpentry skills I had almost forgotten I possessed, and then finished tidying the space as best I could. At some point, I would need to cart the broken remnants away and make more repairs. Then my Viceguard and I would begin rebuilding my store of wealth and beauty. All the riches taken from the vampire king still remained, but my formerly wondrous little fortress now looked bruised and battered.

      I had left the largest item for last—the screen that I had toppled toward the bullet priest in order to distract him. When I stood it up, I saw a sea of dust and broken glass hiding beneath, so I fetched the broom and pan again. As I dumped the trash into the bin, I realized that much of what I had swept up were the bullets and buckshot conjured by the bullet priest. They were much smaller than they seemed when they were speeding towards my face. I pocketed one of the bullets for safekeeping and dumped the rest.

      I took a slow walk through the space, enjoying what luxury remained to me and recalling the battle with the priest. He had been a worthy opponent, and not only because of his arcane abilities. He had been well trained in some modern brand of martial combat. It had roots in the fighting systems I knew, but his style had been different, a little flashier and showier in some cases, while a little more rudimentary and direct in others. So these people had not done everything wrong, even if the average human seemed as helpless as a small child with no legs. Still, my victory should have been swifter. My strength was not full, my mind and senses dulled. The effects of my long slumber lingered.

      My path had carried me back to the weapon rack, where I had replaced the greatsword the priest had attempted to use against me. I reached out and touched its pommel, ready for a brief bout of training. But Lust’s voice hailed me from the world I had once conquered.

      My lord. I liked the sound of her voice, whether spoken or in my mind. I have news that you should hear directly from my lips. And sooner would be better than later. Not to rush you. I know that you and Pride are in your... special place. The fact that she had never visited the Pridehold except in the form of the Lustblade did not elude my new Viceguard. Even though she was no longer truly a vampire, that ever present hunger still blazed in her eyes, and not just for blood.

      I closed my eyes and stepped out of the Pridehold, reappearing in my chambers in the cathedral. Lust was lying on the bed like a lioness on a sunny rock. She grinned and cracked her neck when she saw me, spinning around to sit up on the edge of the mattress.

      “My lord,” she said, bobbing her head neatly. She had changed significantly since we had first met, and not only because of her transformation from vampire to Viceguard. Rather than the short skirt and tattered top she had previously preferred, she now wore pressed pants and a neat blouse in the same dark tones. She had allowed her hair to grow out even more and no longer arranged it in such a way that it fell in her eyes, at least not quite as often.

      “Lust,” I said as I sent my other Viceguard back to her true form. “What is so important it could not be communicated to me in the Pridehold?”

      Pride took shape, still every inch the former warrior queen with her golden braid and strong, slender physique. She crossed her arms and tilted her hip, adopting a stance that she seemed to have learned from Lust. Was she upset at having our time alone together interrupted?

      Lust got to her feet and moved toward us with a swagger in her step. “If I told you, I’m afraid you might not believe me. It would be easier to show you. Are you up for a little field trip?”

      Pride and I exchanged a confused glance, and Lust threw up her hands.

      “I mean, will you take a walk with me? It’s not far, and honestly, this is worth seeing. And you really probably wouldn’t believe me, anyway.”

      “Very well,” I said. “We will travel lightly, by foot, under Pride’s illusion to make us unrecognizable. Meet me at the front doors as soon as you are ready.”

      We met at the front of the cathedral and slipped out into the night, setting a trap as we left so that anyone who attempted to cross the threshold would be met with a face full of buckshot. Cyborg had been more than happy with his payment and had assisted Lust in arming and outfitting our base of operations. With the trap on the front door established, there was no longer any safe way into the building. Even roof access had been blockaded by a pressure plate triggered trap, although Lust had assured me that an attack from the sky would be unlikely.

      We walked down the long flights of stone steps, along the sidewalk, and through pools of electric lamplight, following Lust’s lead. She took us toward the more disheveled part of the city, where a higher percentage of the buildings were abandoned and, in places, ruined. It felt like an appropriate neighborhood to visit by night. By the light of day it would look dirty and broken down, but beneath darkness it had a certain mystique. Lust led us to what appeared to have once been a small schoolhouse. According to the sign out front it was for sale, but the windows and doors were boarded up.

      Upon closer inspection it turned out that the doors did, in fact, have boards nailed over them, but they were not sealed or even locked in any way. Lust held the door for us while Pride and I strode inside.

      The initial hallway was made of darkened concrete, with murals painted on the wall depicting scenes of peace and love. I recognized a rendering of a sporting game in one large portrait, but as with the children I had seen playing in the street, I could not discern the purpose of the event. The people of this world seemed to love these games. Despite such pastimes, they had found other ways to advance and hold the dominant position on their world. My world. This damned world.

      We followed the winding corridor until it led to a wide right-hand turn, which was guarded by two burly male vampires. They carried CAR-15s and items that I recognized as talking devices similar to Lust’s phone. Radios. They looked like they could have made trouble for most others, but they stepped out of our way as soon as they saw Lust, bowing their heads deferentially. I raised my eyebrows at Pride, who returned the expression. We were both impressed.

      The turnoff led to a large set of double doors, which opened into a sprawling gymnasium. It was clearly designed for childish sports but had been outfitted as a vampiric den and warrior training ground. There was a section of hardwood floor covered by thin mats where a group was working at ground fighting, and another area where more would-be warriors practiced with weapons. There was even a small firing range equipped with guns and ammunition, but no one was using it at the moment. Lust led us toward a broad stage at the far end of the massive chamber, climbing the stairs that led to an elegant throne-like chair. It had been decorated with sheer black drapes to match Lust’s tastes, so I was not surprised at all when she sat down in it.

      “So, what is this?” I smirked. “Are you the new vampire queen?”

      She laughed. “After a fashion, I suppose. We decided not to have royalty, but I was elected leader by popular decision. It turns out many of the others had the same issues I did with the old king. So when I had a hand in his fall, I made some major points.” She pointed at the training vampires near the middle of the gym. “As you can see, I’ve made adjustments. We no longer skulk around doing nothing but thinking about our next meal. We still hunt as needed, but all blood is brought back here, stored, and rationed out appropriately. Everyone gets their fair share, but no one gets more than they need. Maintaining a steady, moderate dose also reduces their withdrawal symptoms and side effects.” She beamed. “We’re becoming more like the army you deserve every day, my lord. I’m building an army for you.”

      “A small army,” Pride noted but then shrugged and relented when Lust tossed her a hurt look. “But an army just the same, which is much more than we previously had.” She peered down at the vampires grappling on the mats. “They do not appear to be terrible, either, although perhaps they could certainly use a few pointers.”

      “Any time you wish to train them, you will be my guest,” Lust smiled. “We would benefit greatly from your vast experience.”

      “Are you calling me old?” the elf challenged.

      “Of course not!” the former vampire replied, surprise high in her voice. “I would never be so cruel and dishonest. You’re obviously quite youthful.”

      “We are old, Pride,” I said before the conversation could devolve further, “older than either of us or anyone else truly knows. When we stepped through that portal we aged more than I could have imagined. But with age comes experience, and we will benefit well from ours.”

      “Do you have any other news?” Pride asked Lust, clearly wanting to change the subject.

      “I do,” the former vampire replied slowly, walking her fingers up the arm of her chair. “I looked in on the mob boss, Krish, as you commanded, my lord. According to his servants, a new pair of bullet priests came and took him away. I did a little more research, pushed some buttons and pulled some strings. It turns out the Overseers interrogated and killed him. I don’t know what they might have learned, but obviously he won’t be providing us with much help anymore.”

      I shrugged. “We shall survive,” I said. “At least we had already procured a decent stock of guns and ammunition.”

      “Oh, there’s always more where that came from,” Lust assured me. “If there’s one thing humans love, it’s making and buying guns. They’re pretty easy to get around here if you know some of the right people, and I know all the right people. Or if I don’t, Cyborg does.”

      I nodded. The mysterious man I had still only met once in the covered structure had provided us with much of what we needed to establish our base. We had certainly paid him well, but even so, his assistance had been invaluable.

      “Do you know anything else about the Overseers?” Pride pressed Lust, stepping closer to her fellow Viceguard. “What they learned, or what they planned?” Her right hand had drifted, perhaps subconsciously, to the hilt of one of her daggers.

      Lust shrugged expressively and kicked her feet one by one. “I only know that they believe Cain is a serious threat now. Whatever the mob boss told them, it will have confirmed what they suspected after you killed one of their best enforcers.”

      “A serious threat?” I chuckled mirthlessly. “Is that all? Good, let them continue to underestimate me. Soon we will take this nation, and then this world, by storm. And they label me a serious threat—ha! I am their annihilation and the extinction of their rule.”

      The sound of the gym’s main doors swinging open interrupted my tirade, and I turned to see who had entered. A young looking male vampire with greasy hair and a leather jacket raced up to the stage and skidded to a halt in front of Lust, kneeling and eyeing me and Pride from his peripheral vision.

      “My queen,” he said. “I have critical news for you. It should be for your ears alone.”

      “Don’t be silly, Jake,” Lust waved an airy hand. “These are them. The two I have spoken of so much.”

      The vampire’s jaw dropped, displaying his pointed fangs. “This is Cain? The Master?” he asked, voice shaking. “And his Pride?” His gaze slithered up and down my Viceguard’s slender frame. He bowed his head toward us. “Forgive me, I should have known. Alia speaks of you often. Everything we do here is in your service, my lord.”

      So. She was still using her vampire name among them. I supposed that was acceptable. At least she had trained them to know us.

      “What was your news?” Lust asked, snapping her fingers. “You said it was important, so spit it out!”

      “Of course, my queen.” The vampire stood up and leaned in furtively, speaking quietly so only the four of us on the stage would hear. “I paid off some of the mob boss’s guards like you said. You were right. Some of them are having trouble finding work now that he’s gone and were happy to take the money in exchange for a little easy information. The Overseers put out a message just recently. They’re calling for a Hero’s Quest to vanquish Cain the Cursed, as they call him.”

      “Cain the Cursed,” Pride said, stifling a smirk.

      Lust sucked in a deep breath, and she and the messenger both glanced at me in concern, as though expecting an outburst.

      “Heroes?” Oh, how I hated heroes, the annoying gnats. I had suffered enough of them in the past. I exchanged a look with Pride, then shrugged.

      “We will be ready. Let the heroes come.”

      

      
        
        END OF BOOK 1
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