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    Disclaimer 
 
      
 
    (a.k.a. If You Don’t Realize This Is A Work Of Fiction, Please Go Find Something Else To Do) 
 
      
 
    So while this book takes place in Alaska, and Alaska is a real place that I have plenty of experience with, you’re about to read about vampires, blood magic, mind-control, and a Spandex-wearing Thunderbird.  In case you’re still confused, yes, this book is a complete work of fiction.  Nobody contained within these pages actually exists.  If there are any similarities between the people or places of The Chronicles of a Vampire Queen and the people or places of Good Ol’ Planet Earth, you’ve just gotta trust me.  It’s not real, people.  Really. 
 
      
 
    If you’ve already read this book and want to join my minion army, sign up for my mailing list!  It’s the best way to keep up-to-date on new releases, beta-reading opportunities, collector’s editions, discounts, and much more! 
 
    

  

 
  
   Dedication 
 
    I fell on my ass recently, writing-wise.  Lasted about 4 years.  There’s a certain lady who found me, dragged me back to my feet, dusted me off, and gave me a solid boot to the ass to start writing again.  That lady’s name is J Diem (yes, and she saved my career (and probably my house and a bunch of other things).  She is, truly, a lion amongst men.  Thank you, J.  This series is for you… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Author’s Note 
 
    This is not your usual vampire story.  If you’ve read my books, you know I don’t do run-of-the-mill genre fiction.  I can’t.  As one of my editors—after instructing me to write a couple mindless formula brain-candy romances to make a quick buck and I wrote him Alaskan Fire instead—said, “You just can’t write brainless shit, can you?”  Nope.  Can.  Not.  Which brings us to Alaskan Fang.  This series is different.  It’s different from other vampire books, different than paranormal romance genre books, and it’s different from my usual sci-fi books.  It's gonna get dark in places, creepy in others, but like all my books, it'll be an absolute crazy thrill ride adventure throughout.  It’ll have more sex than my other books (because vampires), probably some kinky sex (because vampires), and quite possibly multiple partners (because vampires).  That said, the story is not about sex.  I plan to keep the romantic sex scenes to a minimum for the first few books, maybe append some clearly-marked They Get It On supplementals to the later books for the romance section of the fanbase, since most of my readers are sci-fi geeks and not really into lots of graphic sex.  But yeah, I think differently, so I had to write different.  Hopefully you guys enjoy my twisted world regardless…
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 PART ONE: The Samurai 
 
   



 

 Chapter 1: Housesitting Horror 
 
    Staying well out of the beam of light piercing her parents’ living room, Bonnie Stanford looked out at the sun—even then bouncing off of the lush Alaskan wilderness at ten-thirty at night—and fought down an instinctive wave of fear.  She hated summer in Alaska.  It was so confining, so depressing, so dismal.   
 
    Often, as a child, she had spent her time huddled in a dark corner, imagining what it would be like to throw open the door and run out into those glorious rays as one last hurrah, forcing herself to endure.  After all, it had to be all in her head.  No one could be hurt by sunlight, right?   
 
    But it did hurt.  It was so indescribably painful that it gave Bonnie goosebumps just thinking about it.  The few times she had been foolhardy enough to go outside, she had been near-comatose by the time someone had found her, curled in on herself, having long since screamed her voice away. 
 
    And yet, even years later, even bearing the mental scars of those brief encounters with the sun, it was still alluring.  Still beautiful… 
 
    Bonnie sighed, biting her lip as she looked down at the beam of sunlight at her feet.  As she stared at it, fighting the longing to step out into that light, she suddenly could have sworn she felt a hand on her shoulder, steadying her. 
 
    Reluctantly, Bonnie went to the window and drew the curtains shut.  Too many times, faced with that glorious array of color just beyond her reach, she’d set her jaw and given in to the temptation, had decided she would not endure the seclusion any longer.  And while it never physically burned her, that kind of exposure always left her sobbing for hours—if she managed to crawl back inside the house of her own volition afterwards.  If she didn’t, like those awful times that no one had found her for an hour or two, Bonnie had devolved into mindless, babbling agony, completely incapable of speech or movement for days afterwards.  Symptoms, she knew, of a phobia, not a physical condition.   
 
    A fact that had not been lost upon her shrinks.  So many times, Bonnie had been forced to explain to her school counselors that the pain was real, not in her head.  She had gone through hypnotherapy, visualization techniques, meditation, self-help books… 
 
    Yet explaining it, recognizing it, accepting it didn’t change how horrible the sun felt against her skin.  Even exposure to the secondary light bouncing off the rich walnut floor was enough to make her body start to ache in warning.  Too much, and she would be sick for hours, curled up and retching.  It didn’t physically burn her, no.  There was something else about the energy shed from Earth’s brilliant orange star that simply made her want to die.  Like feeling one’s essence being soaked in sewage, covered in slick and rotting excrement as it was ripped asunder from the inside.  And, while reflections were bad, direct sunlight was enough to leave her shuddering, unable to move, able only to scream. 
 
    School, obviously, had been a tricky affair for Bonnie.  Her parents had insisted that she get the ‘experience’ of going to public school, and had expressed to the counselors and teachers beforehand that she had a ‘severe case of Xeroderma pigmentosum’ and she was unable to go out on recess, sit next to a window, or experience field days.  She had been driven both ways in a specially-made limo with tinted black windows, had walked the final feet to the schoolhouse door shrouded in opaque robes and carrying a parasol and sporting sunglasses.  Schoolmates had laughingly given her the nickname ‘Vampire Carrot,’ combining two of her most embarrassing traits—red hair and a fear of the sun. 
 
    The stupid, cruel, and heartless bastards. 
 
    The odd clunking sound came again from the attic, and Bonnie tore her eyes from the shaft of sunlight between the curtains to glance at the ceiling.  The sound had come off and on for the last three weeks, and during that time, she’d idly wondered if a squirrel was making a nest up there, ruining all of her parents’ fancy art and collectibles. 
 
    Good for the squirrel, she thought bitterly.  Her parents hired her to housesit, not pest exterminate.  She hoped it found that huge, creepy Viking idol with the open arms of Freyja that they’d made her kneel before every winter solstice until she was eighteen and shat all over it. 
 
    Not that Bonnie had anything against Freyja, specifically, but the weird cultlike way her parents had made her worship what they called the ‘real’ gods made her bile rise every time she thought of it. 
 
    But some of the brainwashing had stuck, regardless of how hard she’d tried to shake it.  Bonnie continued to stare at that blazingly-bright crack between the curtains, wishing to Odin there were a cure for her phobia.  Her parents, diehard pagans that they were, had always told her, “When in doubt, ask Odin or the jötnar for help.”  Seemed like a silly thing at the time, since this was America, and Bonnie had never heard of anyone seriously asking Odin or a bunch of giants for anything in this day and age, but it was a hard habit to kick.  She just didn’t have the exposure to learn anything else.  She’d never even seen the inside of a church, for Chrissakes. 
 
    A ring at the doorbell made Bonnie flinch out of her reverie.  Frowning, she glanced at the clock—eleven-thirty-eight p.m.—then at the front door.  Her parents did not allow visitors. 
 
    “All Hours Courier Service!” a man called from the front door. 
 
    Still frowning, Bonnie went to the door—which was heavily-shaded with an enormous porch roof—and glanced through the mottled glass of the front window.  A man in some sort of uniform was standing on the front step, with a white delivery van parked in the long gravel drive out front. 
 
    Before her parents had called her to house-sit, they had told her they would be on vacation for three weeks, and that they needed her to be home all three weeks, just in case a special package arrived for them in the interim.  Right.  As if her parents’ ‘packages’ couldn’t wait a day or two.  If it was anything like the last packages that Bonnie had seen, it would probably pad the wallet of some kinky sex-bondage company for the next thirty years. 
 
    Knowing her parents weren’t going to be back for another day or two, however, and finding herself unable to be rude, Bonnie reluctantly opened the door for the man. 
 
    Immediately, he smiled at her and held out a clipboard.  “Courier delivery, Ma’am.  For a Miss Bonnie Stanford.”  He had a package tucked under his arm, approximately the size of one of those huge family Bibles. 
 
    “That’s me,” Bonnie replied, frowning. 
 
    “Sign on the line, if you will.” 
 
    Bonnie glanced at the sheet, then at the package.  “I didn’t order a package.  I don’t even live here anymore.  Who sent it?”  As far as she knew, her friends didn’t even know where she was.  After all, her parents had made it incredibly clear that Bonnie was not allowed to bring her friends—any friends—over to their home, or even suggest where they lived.  To do so would be, quite simply, to be written out of the will. 
 
    Her parents, twisted freaks that they were, liked their privacy. 
 
    The man glanced at the top of his clipboard and tapped a callused finger to the words at the top.  “Looks like a Frank and Valesa Stanford,” he said. 
 
    Bonnie froze.  Her parents had sent it?  She peered at the sheet again, then at the paper-wrapped package under the man’s arm.  “Oh.  Okay.  Uh.”  She signed on the dotted line, then handed him back his clipboard. 
 
    The man, in turn, handed her the package.  Immediately, Bonnie grunted with its weight.  It was heavy.  Like it was an heirloom Bible or something. 
 
    “Thanks, Ma’am!” the man said, tipping his cap and turning to go. 
 
    Bonnie frowned down at the package in her hands, for some reason feeling a weird tingle of dread.  If her parents had wanted her to have something, why wouldn’t they have simply given it to her when they got back?   
 
    “Wait!” she called, as the delivery man was crossing the front porch.  “Uh, the people who sent this, Frank and Valesa…  Did they have to drop by your Anchorage office or something?” 
 
    The man glanced at his clipboard, then shook his head.  “No, says here it’s been on hold back at the office since early June.” 
 
    “Since early June?” Bonnie demanded.  “It’s July first.”  Early June would have been…three weeks ago. 
 
    He gave her an apologetic grin.  “Sorry, Ma’am.  Those were the instructions that were left with us.”  Then, obviously not wanting to get involved in a conversation he had no control over, the delivery-guy ducked his head and hurried back to his van.  She heard the engine start and he drove quickly away. 
 
    More than a little unnerved, Bonnie shut the door and threw the deadbolt back into place.  Then she carried the package to the living room and set it on her parents’ antique coffee table.  The parcel had been tied together with raw hemp twine wrapped around plain brown paper, but there was something about its simplicity that was causing nagging unease in Bonnie’s gut.  Her parents, with their strange wealth that they never liked to talk about, their creepy habits and nightly disappearances, her mother’s rages and her father’s brooding silences, were not simple people.  That they had taken so little care in wrapping their package meant not that its contents were unimportant, but rather, that they were attempting to hide the importance of its contents from the eyes of the world.  Like so many things with her parents, even the smallest gestures of everyday life were often wrapped in subterfuge. 
 
    Part of the reason why Bonnie had moved out when she was sixteen, despite their protestations.  She had decided she was not going to deal with that bullshit any longer and had politely explained to them that, unless they wanted the cops to bring her home, time and again, solidly putting their lonely mansion in the mountains on the map, they would let her go lead a real life.  And they’d reluctantly let her go.  That had been three years ago, and Bonnie had never looked back. 
 
    …until early June, when her mother had called her up saying that they needed an emergency house-sitter, and that they would be willing to pay her eight grand. 
 
    Bonnie had only reluctantly agreed, and only because she needed the money.  She’d been laid off from her last night-job as a Certified Nurse’s Assistant at the local old-folks’ home, and was still awaiting word from several hospitals in Anchorage.  She didn’t have high hopes.  Human Resources didn’t want to be told that she couldn’t meet during the day if the office was facing the south side of the building, or that she would go into severe psychological shock if even a stray beam of sunlight bounced off of a car doing a U-turn in the parking-lot and caught her in the face, mid-interview.  The retirement home had actually been the first to hire her in a long chain of rejections, and Bonnie had clung to the job like a lifeline until the establishment found itself overstaffed and tried to move her to day shift, and claimed that her ‘sunglasses and excessive clothing disturbed the residents.’ 
 
    Whatever freak recessive genetic that her parents’ combined DNA had switched on in Bonnie’s psychology, she wished, not for the first time, that it had also been linked to Sudden Infant Death Syndrome, and that she had never been given the opportunity to stand just out of reach of a sunbeam and peek outside, to revel in the beauty that was just beyond her grasp.  It was just cruel.  
 
    Unhappily, Bonnie cut the hemp string with a pair of scissors and peeled the brown paper wrapping from the outside of the package.  Inside was a thick, heavy, leather-bound book and a cotton-fiber letter with a fancy red wax seal. 
 
    Here’s where they tell me I’m really adopted, Bonnie thought, disgusted by her parents’ constant drama.  Even in their letters, they had to keep the drama-quotient alive.  Without bothering to go find a knife to delicately cut open the seal, Bonnie broke it with her thumb, ripping the paper—parchment?—slightly, then folded it over so she could see inside. 
 
    Bonita-Maxine, there is something important you must know… 
 
    Bonnie almost crumpled up the paper right there, fighting a sudden and enraged urge to leave both note and package untouched from her parents’ continued use of her given name, regardless of how many times she’d told she hated it—early on because it was so unlike the other kids in school, and later because she didn’t like having to explain to random strangers that no, she didn’t have Spanish heritage, her parents were just weird.  Her parents, of course, psychotic narcissists that they were, had been completely indifferent to her polite and repeated requests, insisting that, because she’d been born on the winter solstice, she could be unique. 
 
    Bonnie hesitated, though, because she knew whatever the book contained, it was probably important.  They didn’t like having delivery guys come to the house.  Hell, maybe it was filled with money, or actually outlined her family tree—of which she knew literally nothing.  Maybe they were actually throwing her a bone.  Taking a deep breath to calm herself, Bonnie continued reading. 
 
    …a fact we figured you’d discover the moment you had sex with your first unsuspecting boy, but since you have surprisingly remained a virgin these last three years despite your stubbornly short-sighted rebelliousness in all other areas of life, it is time you know—you are a vampire. 
 
    Bonnie had to read that first line like eight times before she actually realized that she was really seeing it, and that it wasn’t her imagination. 
 
    Laughing, she tossed the letter aside without reading the rest and glanced at the book.  She should have known they were going to try something like this.  They’d been devastated when she left.  Her father had literally gotten on his knees and begged her to stay.  Her mother had thrown china at her and told her to get out.  Bonnie ran her fingers down the thick leather cover, then, because it had no words on the cover, flipped it open. 
 
    On the Use of Blood, the title read, in painstakingly hand-penned calligraphy. 
 
    “Oh, Odin’s balls,” Bonnie muttered, slapping the book shut.  She turned and went looking for her coat and keys.  Her parents could watch their own damn house. 
 
    Then she realized it was still just sunny enough to burn—that this close to the summer solstice, it would still be painfully light outside for another half hour.  Bonnie hesitated, coat in her hands, half-unhooked from the rack, and turned to look at where the letter had fallen on the beautiful walnut floor. 
 
    Vampires don’t like sunlight, she thought, swallowing hard.  Then, immediately, she brushed that idea from her mind.  No, her parents were just trying to guilt her into coming home.  They weren’t serious. 
 
    Still, Bonnie felt herself hanging up her coat and crossing the living-room, then squatting to retrieve the letter. 
 
    If you are reading this, her mother’s beautiful Copperplate calligraphy went on, your father and I did not survive our fight with the vampire lord.  We already made arrangements and emptied out our stable, so you need not be afraid of any rotting corpses in the basement, but we did save one for you, just in case.  If he is given daily doses of sunshine, he does not need to be fed, so we left him in the upstairs dormer for you.  On his person, you will find further instructions on how to feed, should you choose that route. 
 
    On how to feed?!  Bonnie almost threw the letter across the room, her heart was pounding so violently.  She just knew—knew—that there was a fake corpse hanging from one of the rafters in the dormer, all decayed and gross.  Her parents, she had found, had a really…twisted…sense of humor sometimes. 
 
    Yet there was a tone of finality to the letter that she had never experienced from her parents before, and aside from the first line, it almost felt sad. 
 
    The choice, of course, is yours.  The creature is what is called a yatagarasu in Japan or a sanzuwu in China.  In English, it is called a Three-Legged Crow, a sun-crow, or a golden crow.  If given leave to transform, he takes the shape of a bird the size of a raven and has the ability to make any object—or his own body—shed light like the sun, an act you obviously must avoid.  
 
    However, if you taste his blood, as we’ve outlined for you in the instructions we’ve included with him, you will be able to step into the daylight unharmed.  You will be able to enjoy life as a normal human, absolutely immune to sunlight of any form. 
 
    If you do taste his blood, however, there will be no going back.  You will become inhumanly strong, but your metabolism will also change.  You will need regular infusions several times a week, for the rest of your life.  Further, to remain impervious to the sunlight, you must continue to feed from the golden crow.  He carries in his veins the power to control the sun in this lush and bountiful Realm, and we’re sure we have no need to describe to you the wonders such freedom brings with it.  Both your father and I enjoyed it, and now, we are giving that opportunity to you. 
 
    Bonnie felt herself hyperventilating.  A joke, she thought.  This has to be a joke.   
 
    But some horrible, gut-wrenching part of her was telling her that this was far from a joke.  Wake up, Dorothy.  We’re not in Kansas, anymore. 
 
    Biting her lip, she continued to read. 
 
    The book is self-explanatory.  We would have desired a few good decades to teach you the things contained herein, but circumstances being what they were, we were simply not given the time to educate you properly.  The rest, if you are to survive, you must do on your own.  If you do decide to drink of the creature’s blood, hide your scars afterwards.  There are those who hunt us, most of whom belong to the Catholic Church, though the golden crows are known for making a sport out of killing our kind.  A rite of passage, for many.  Whatever you do, do not free him.  He will kill you instantly.  Destroy him, at the very least, by closing the shutter and leaving him to die in darkness.  It will take about ten or eleven days for him to succumb. 
 
    Then, in her father’s handwriting, 
 
    Good luck, Bonita-Maxine.  We know there are many questions left unanswered, but you are an intelligent girl, and you’ve already made it clear to us that you wanted to follow your own path.  Thus, while we could have cut ties with you long ago, we feel it is our duty to give you a choice, and to warn you so that you do not end up in a bloody bed with a corpse, as your mother did, when she first awakened. 
 
    Oh, and my little Maxine, keep in mind that if you are reading this, there is a nest of vampires in Kenai and Soldotna that you should avoid at all costs.  We went to war and we lost.  Sadly, what this means for you is that if they take your mother’s fangs—which they will—they will see they are ringed by the magic of a child.  This is a very rare event for a vampire, because the magic of the Third Lands is so weak in this place.  Perhaps one vampire-queen is born in a thousand years, if then.  And it is always a queen.  The magic of the thralls and soldiers is simply too weak to carry a child to term in this light-soaked land. 
 
    Sweet Maxine, they will likely start looking for you soon after you receive this message.  If they do, there are silver bullets in the gun cabinets in my bedroom.  Further, the entry to the dungeon is via the third book on the second shelf of the second bookcase in the study, clockwise from the door.  Fill it at your leisure. 
 
    Bonnie’s eyes kept flicking past the end of that final sentence, looking for more.  When she found nothing but blank page, she swallowed and slowly lowered the letter to the surface of the book.   
 
    A joke, she thought, eyes fixed to the book’s luxurious leather cover.  This has to be a sick joke.  A really, really, really sick joke.  They’re getting back at me for leaving. 
 
    After several minutes of staring at the book, Bonnie glanced outside, judged that there was probably few enough rays that she could bundle herself up and drive off, and considered leaving the whole mess behind her.  Her parents had always loved to play mind-games.  She was sure this was no exception—them cruelly playing off of Bonnie’s biggest, most obvious flaw.  Hell, there probably was a note upstairs, and it probably said something to the tune of, Not only are you gullible, but you possess one of the softest, least-agile minds we’ve ever seen.  You probably actually thought that vampires exist… 
 
    Shaking her head, she went back, retrieved her coat and sunglasses, and pulled them on.  She was reaching for the front door when she once again heard that weird thumping sound coming from upstairs.  She had thought it was just the house shifting, or maybe a magpie landing on the roof. 
 
    No way, Bonnie thought, twisting to look at the ceiling.  No way, no way. 
 
    The sound came again, a barely audible thudding sound, and slowly, her hand fell away from the door.  Swallowing hard, eyes still fixed to the ceiling, Bonnie walked to the stairs, climbed up to the second floor, took the hall down to the less-used stairs to the guest bedrooms of the third floor, then down the end of that hall to the pull-down attic stairs that were currently collapsed and put away. 
 
    Squeak, squeak-thud-thud.  The sound was unmistakable, here.  Something was alive up there, and it was moving.  Heart in her throat, Bonnie stood there for several minutes, listening.  Then, slowly, she reached up to the little string that hung down for the attic stairs, grabbed it, and pulled down. 
 
    As soon as she did, the thumping, squeaking sound went silent. 
 
    Please don’t be someone they kidnapped, Bonnie thought, biting her lip.  Her parents had always been…weird.  It was well within the realm of possibilities, in her mind, that they had hired someone to steal some poor homeless guy off the streets so they could play their game with her.  Bonnie had already, as a child, made the mistake of opening one of their refrigerator-sized mail-order packages, from an outfit called ‘Mimi’s Dungeon’ which, Bonnie had discovered after a little research, catered to the ‘serious BDSM enthusiast.’  Inside, she had found an eye-searing array of handcuffs, collars, padlocks, spreader-bars, ball-gags, heavy-duty arm and leg shackles, whips, rope, and enough sexual toys to make a whore blush.  Through some morbid act of curiosity, Bonnie had dug through the contents of the box to seek out the bottom half, thinking she would find more proof of her parents’ twisted minds.   
 
    In the bottom of the package had been six heavy steel cages, all awaiting assembly.   
 
    Her parents didn’t have visitors. 
 
    Please don’t be a person, she thought, slowly tugging the stairs into place.  Please be a monkey or a dying dog.  Please not a person. 
 
    Absolute silence answered her.  Very reluctantly, Bonnie put her foot onto the bottom rung and started climbing into the loft. 
 
    Her eyes immediately adjusted to the half-light coming through the two open dormers, facing the now-retreated sun.  Aside from that, the room was empty. 
 
    …except for a man, dangling by his wrists from a heavy beam running the length of the house, naked, his spread feet attached to a bar, toes suspended six inches above the floor, his muscular, tawny body swinging gently from some prior struggles.  He had a small fanny-pack strapped to his narrow waist, barely obscuring his genitals.  His near-black eyes had found her before she found him, and the hatred in his stare left no question as to the nature of his participation. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Bonnie whispered. 
 
   

 
  
   Chapter 2: The Samurai 
 
    Just a little bit more…  Masaaki leaned his head back to inspect the eyebolt as his body twisted and spun.  In three weeks, he thought he had made it spin two whole revolutions in the beam that held him.  The swivel between the cuffs that held his hands and the eyebolt, however, had absorbed much of his contortions.  Some days, those days when the despair won out, he wasn’t sure that the bolt wasn’t in the exact same place where they had left it. 
 
    But he had to believe.  After what he guessed to be nearing his sixth century of captivity by demonic Third Landers, if he lost hope, he might as well die. 
 
    He kicked his legs again, twisting his body in its bonds, head tilted back to watch the eyebolt.  The swivel caught his motion again and he spun freely, the bolt remaining securely in place. 
 
    It hasn’t moved.  You’re just deluding yourself.  It’s been three weeks and it hasn’t moved.  Masaaki sucked in a breath to sob, but the sound was stopped in a slurry of spit that rolled out from under the ball-gag that the monsters had left strapped in his mouth.   
 
    Calm down, he told himself, as the aching throb in his shoulders once again almost drove him to another miserable sobbing spree.  For three weeks, the monsters had left him alone up here, and for three weeks, he’d had no idea what they meant to do with him.  The house, for the most part, except for a few noises downstairs here and there, had been silent.  He’d simply swung from his eyebolt and watched the sun rise and fall without him. 
 
    Masaaki lowered his head, tears stinging his eyes.  Saliva dribbled down his chest from where his lips were pried apart by the rubber ball.  Realizing he was about to devolve into another wretched sob-fest, he closed his eyes and concentrated on his breathing.  They meant to keep him alive, obviously.  As much as it hurt to hang from his wrists, unable to ease the tension in his arms and shoulders, they wouldn’t have opened that window if they meant to kill him. 
 
    Then what?  Why leave him alone up here?  Why leave him alive, when they had so carefully killed all the others in front of him, down in the basement dungeon?  Masaaki still remembered the blood, spilling from dozens of slit throats, the twisted mating-and-feeding frenzy that the two Third Landers had devolved into in those final hours, soaking up all the released energy of their victims in a wild, insane spree that would have left them with the strength and speed of even the strongest demonkin.   
 
    And yet they had left him live.  They hadn’t touched him, despite the blood flowing all around him, despite their gruesome copulations at his feet.  It had almost been as if they had been saving him for some greater, more sinister purpose, and in six hundred years feeding the Third Landers, that thought left his blood run cold.  To keep Masaaki alive was a puzzle that he didn’t want to contemplate.  He had seen so many things, so many horrible things… 
 
    Masaaki sucked in another shuddering breath, then let it out in a full-lunged, muffled scream of frustration, shaking his body in his bonds in his impotent misery.  The scream ended in another sob, and he dropped his head again, trying to ignore the agony in his limbs.  At least a cage didn’t hurt.  The ache was making it difficult to breathe, to sleep, to even think.  All he wanted, more than anything, now, was to make it end.  Be that by twisting the eyebolt loose and dropping him to the floor, or a vampire coming in and cutting his throat, he didn’t care.  He just couldn’t handle hanging anymore, suspended a good six inches from the ground, unable to support any of his weight with his legs. 
 
    Ancestors, please.  If you’ve ever heard my prayers, listen to them now.  I want to die.  I can’t take this anymore.  His soul was about to break, he could feel it.  He was a warrior, yet for longer than he could remember, he had served as food for demons.  Another day of this, and he would lose his mind.   
 
    If his ancestors heard him, they gave no sign.   
 
    Breathing deeply around the ball forced into his mouth, he took several deep breaths, then again glanced at the eyebolt in the ceiling.  Had it moved?  Looking straight-on from below, it was difficult to tell how far—if any—he had worked it out of the beam.  He lifted his legs again—held spread apart by the bar, doubtlessly to hamper such things—and twisted his body as violently as he could.  He heard the metal hook thump in the eyebolt before the swivel squeaked again, relieving the pressure. 
 
    Damn it! his mind screamed, on the verge of panic again.  Ever since the vampires had transferred him up here from the blood-soaked dungeon where he had watched their final, gruesome frenzy, he had gone through every incarnation of emotion, from hope to despair, relief to foreboding, gratitude to misery.  Today, after watching the sun go down for the third straight week without a visitor, he was hovering somewhere close to dread.  They hadn’t fed on him.  That meant they had some other, horrible plans for him.  And, with vampires, that meant it would be something meticulously crafted to break his mind and soul. 
 
    Yet, after six centuries, the thing that had come closest to breaking him was not knowing.  Actually being left alone, unmolested and in pain, to wait.  Their tortures, he could deal with.  He had long ago learned to partition his mind, to tuck himself into a distant corner as they played with his body, removing himself from the actual horrors of what was happening to him.  But left alone like this, after watching every one of his former companions slaughtered in a vicious mating ritual, the pain in his shoulders giving him no sleep…  
 
    Masaaki knew he was close.  Much too close.  He took another unsteady breath, felt saliva again dribbling down his front from where his jaw was pried painfully open, and lifted his knees to kick out again, refusing to give in.  He was a warrior.  A samurai who had been betrayed.  Sold to the Third Landers by his master. 
 
    Again, he felt that wretched sob in his chest.  A samurai was willing to die for his master, a thousand times over.  He had given up his swords quietly at his lord’s command, knowing the man had gambling debts, that giving him to these people would somehow repay them. 
 
    Only after they had stripped him of his armor and collared him in ensorcelled steel had he realized just how he was meant to repay his master’s debts. 
 
    That was what his generations of blind loyalty to the Heishi clan had gotten him.  That had been his gift for his heartfelt fealty, his unquestioning servitude, his respect and counsel.  He had been betrayed.  Betrayed by the one he had served with every ounce of his being.  He had known, on that breezy morning, listening to the wind as it dislodged the cherry blossoms, that he shouldn’t have told the latest clan head what he was, that it was a secret Masaaki should have carried to his grave, like his new daimyō’s esteemed ancestors before him.  But not telling had felt like a lie, and after eight of his masters had come and gone from old age, their souls added to the family shrine, his secret guarded to their dying breaths, Masaaki had found he could not lie to the latest man he served.  It wasn’t in his nature.  The trust went too deep. 
 
    So Masaaki had told the latest head of the clan, sitting there in the rock garden, watching the blossoms roll on the wind in swirls of pink and lavender.  He had spilled his secret, despite the nagging sense that the latest Heishi was a cheat and a swindler, and didn’t have the honor in even the pinkie-finger of either his father or grandfather.  But Masaaki had told him anyway, trusting in Bushidō. 
 
    On that morning amidst the cherry blossoms, his new master had shown no more surprise than a single raised eyebrow, and Masaaki had thought, in that devastating moment of naïveté, that his secret had been safe, as it had been with the eight men before.  He had gone to bed that night unhindered by fears or suspicions.  He had believed in the way of the samurai, had felt such complete fealty to his master that it did not even cross his mind that the little raised eyebrow could hide something more. 
 
    And yet, three nights later, a group of warriors had arrived at the palace, escorting a black, curtain-shrouded palanquin.  His master had ordered him to the soul-cutting shame of relinquishing his weapons to the man in the palanquin, then had him stand still as they affixed a collar around his neck like an outlander slave.  Masaaki could have stopped it, then.  He could have killed those who reached for him, blasted the Third Lander into mindless screams, and escaped.  But he had still not understood.  His mind, deceived by Bushidō for so many decades, had not been conditioned to understand betrayal. 
 
    Now, six hundred years later, he understood all too well. 
 
    Masaaki sucked in another breath around the rubber ball and his own saliva, feeling the shuddering wracking of sobs beginning deep in his gut.  They were breaking him.  After so many years resisting their tortures, he could feel that final barrier cracking, leaving his soul exposed to their brutalities.  All it had taken, in the end, had been being left alone to think. 
 
    With that realization came another threatening wave of tears, and, viciously stifling the impulse, he let out his rage in another insane kicking twist of his legs and torso. 
 
    The metal loop thunked in the eyebolt again, but was immediately followed with the twisting squeak of the swivel.  Panting through rubber and spit, Masaaki dropped his chin to his chest and went still, feeling the silence pounding around him like the beats of a massive ōdaiko drum. 
 
    Just let me die, he pleaded.  Given the choice, he would have gladly taken a wakizashi and driven it into his belly, a thousand times over.  But his master had not even given him the choice of seppuku.  He had sold him.  Like a slave. 
 
    The rage of that ancient betrayal bubbled forth once again, and Masaaki felt himself thrashing at the restraints with no clear goal, just powered by that deep, animal fury.  Betrayed by the man he had sworn to serve.  Betrayed by the one he would have died for, in an instant.  Betrayed…to become a slave in a hellish, twisted nightmare that would never end. 
 
    Sometime during the angry, desperate contortions that followed, Masaaki heard the squeak of the attic staircase and froze, listening.  He twisted as best he could to watch the entrance to his prison.  Sure enough, a dark hole appeared in the carpet and he saw movement below.  Instantly, his heart rate spiked, his terror becoming a pounding wet rush in his head as he strained to see.     
 
    This was it, he knew.  It was time to discover why he had been spared. 
 
    Then he saw the porcelain face that emerged and his blood ran like ice. 
 
    A queen.  The demons had birthed a queen. 
 
    There was no mistaking the combined features of the two vampires that had fed upon him for so long, framed in an exotic red mane of hair.  She was young, probably in her late teens, but she carried the same timeless beauty as every other monster that had fed upon him, except more so.  She was also disturbingly familiar, the striking combination of two faces that had tormented him for the last century. 
 
    It was the silver cast to her skin, however, her body all but glowing with Third-Lander power, that drove the stakes of horror through his gut.   
 
    The abominations produced a queen, he thought, horrified.  He watched her glance around the room almost timidly, her too-big eyes flashing demonic black as the pupils opened all the way to take in the low light of the attic. 
 
    Then, in wretched horror, he realized why he had been spared.  His two captors knew the value of the fiend they had created.  They were passing the torch.  Training the next generation. 
 
    Die, Masaaki wished her.  Just die. 
 
    Then her eyes locked on him, and her amber eyes widened.  He heard her whisper something under her breath, and it was clear she was stunned. 
 
    Masaaki would have shouted taunts and curses at the intruder, then, but the rubber ball that his captors had shoved into his mouth and lashed to the back of his head had long since left his jaw and tongue numb, leaving him only capable of the most rudimentary grunts and muffled snarls, instead speaking to her with his glare, wishing her abominable existence a death of a thousand cuts. 
 
    She stared at him, then slowly climbed the rest of the way into the attic, obviously staggered by the gift she had been given.  A yatagarasu.  A fitting gift for a queen.  Masaaki’s kind were, after all, a vampire’s greatest prize.  She held out her arms to him, then, like he were some sort of farm animal to be calmed.  She spoke in the foreigner’s tongue, the one that Masaaki had come to learn at the end of a whip, murmuring soft platitudes to him as she circled him, inspecting him like a horse. 
 
    As she returned to his front and reached for his face, still babbling her useless lies, Masaaki lifted his knees, slammed his legs up and out, and caught her in the chin with the bar between his ankles.  He was satisfied to watch her stagger and collapse against the dormer wall like a limp rag, though he was surprised at the way she continued to huddle there, as if he were the demon and she the innocent captive. 
 
    For a moment, he harbored the hope that perhaps this creature he’d been gifted to wasn’t a monster like her parents, but the hope was quickly lost when he saw her silvery fingers reach for her bruised throat.  A queen.  The vampires had birthed a queen.  That which could make and command soldiers and thralls, and birth lords. 
 
    Ancestors help me, a tiny portion of his mind whimpered.  Queens required more sustenance, more energy.  Of course they had saved the yatagarasu for her.  She would probably drink of him daily, would feed from both his soul and body, as had her mother, use his power to spawn more of her kind… 
 
    Yet the wide-eyed look she was giving him didn’t belong to that of a nest matron.  It was not the poised look of one who had found her consort.  She almost could have passed for a panicked kid.  Masaaki quickly squashed that thought down.  No, like mother, like daughter.  And not three weeks ago, the mother had used his body in a disgusting frenzy of copulation, still covered in the blood of his fellow prisoners, as her husband made similar use of a corpse. 
 
    A queen, his stunned mind babbled.  The abominations birthed a queen… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3: The Virgin Queen 
 
    He had kicked her.  Bonnie was still reeling at the pain in her jaw and spine, stunned by how close he had come to hitting her in the throat.  A blow, she knew from her parents’ patchy self-defense classes, that would have killed her. 
 
    Meeting the man’s hate-filled gaze, Bonnie knew she probably should have just gotten to her feet, inched her way between him and the dormer, and fled the attic, never to return.  But something that her mother had written in the letter stayed her hand.  If you are reading this, your father and I did not survive our fight with the vampire lord. 
 
    Could she be serious?  Could they really be dead? 
 
    “Look,” Bonnie said softly, getting back to her feet by sliding up the wall.  “I don’t know what my parents did to you, but I’m going to help you, okay?” 
 
    She could see by the unchanging fury in his eyes that he either could not understand anything she was saying or he didn’t believe a word of it.   
 
    “Shit,” she whispered again, swallowing.  About eighty percent of her wanted to call the police.  The last twenty percent, however, was the gut instinct while looking into his furious brown eyes, seeing the unmistakable hatred that he bore for her, that he would come for her the moment he was free, in retaliation for whatever crimes her parents had committed against him. 
 
    And, judging by the way he was hanging in their attic, buck-ass naked, suspended in what looked like a painful position by his wrists, she was pretty sure that whatever they had done to him, it had been bad. 
 
    “Listen,” Bonnie whispered, daring to take a step towards him, though still out of range of his kicks.  “I’m going to take the ball out of your mouth so we can talk, okay?  Please don’t kick me.” 
 
    She thought she saw a flash of shock in his intelligent brown eyes before they darkened again. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, gingerly taking another step to the side, skirting around him, to get to his back.  “I’m getting you down, don’t worry.  Just hold on.”  When he merely followed her progress with his eyes, glaring at her over the red rubber ball prying his jaw open, Bonnie found the courage to step up and put her hand on his shoulder to spin him gently.  
 
    As soon as her hand touched his skin, however, he jerked viciously away from her and shouted something against the rubber ball.  His struggles made him twist where he hung, so that he was once again facing her, scowling at her like she had just tried to desecrate his mother’s grave. 
 
    “Um…” Bonnie said, nervous.  “I need to get at the back of your head to unbuckle the gag.  I could walk around…?” 
 
    He snorted in unmistakable disgust and looked away. 
 
    He thinks I’m lying, Bonnie thought, horrified by his reaction.  What had her parents done to him? 
 
    “Um, okay,” she said softly, “I’ll just walk around.”  She went gingerly behind him and lifted her hands to the back of his head.  Immediately, his entire body froze in its bonds, as rock-stiff as a statue. 
 
    Nervous, but glad to be behind him, out of the range of his kick, Bonnie began to unbuckle the gag.  To her surprise, he didn’t twist and try to kick her, as he had so viciously the first time she’d tried it. 
 
    When she pulled the rubber ball free and stepped back with the leather straps in her hand, the man was slow to close his mouth, looking almost as if it pained him to do so.  She saw him work his jaw, still watching her with hatred.   
 
    “Uh,” Bonnie said, flinching under his glare, “I really don’t know what to say, but I want you to know I had absolutely nothing to do with this, okay?” 
 
    He continued to scowl at her in silence.  Outside, the birds had finally fallen silent as nighttime hit Alaska in full swing. 
 
    Then it struck her.  The fanny pack.  Her parents had left instructions… 
 
    “Um,” Bonnie said, swallowing at the sudden, overpowering urge to open the fanny-pack buckled to his narrow hips.  To be able to walk in the sun… 
 
    She immediately fought that down.  No.  No way.  She was going to help this man.  She just needed to convince him she wasn’t…what?  A vampire? 
 
    “So,” she said softly, “are there keys to this thing?”  She didn’t see any padlocks, no means for freeing him.  Everything looked solidly fused together.  Even his wrist and ankle cuffs seemed to have been welded in place around his limbs. 
 
    The Oriental—Japanese?—man offered nothing, merely watched her with mistrustful brown eyes.  “Okay,” Bonnie said softly.  “I’m going to go get some bolt-cutters or something and get you down, okay?”   
 
    He didn’t respond, but she saw his understanding, his desperation. 
 
    Bonnie turned and ran.  She jumped down the ladder, hit the floor, and bolted for her father’s shop.  Inside, she found bolt-cutters and hacksaw, and was already halfway across the yard when she hesitated, her mother’s words coming back to her. 
 
    You will be able to enjoy life as a normal human, absolutely immune to sunlight of any form.   
 
    Her mother had been telling the truth about the man in the attic.  Was she telling the truth about being able to withstand the sun, as well?  Her mother had never had problems walking in the sun.  Then she savagely fought that idea down.  Fuck her mother.  Her mother, she had sensed on more than one occasion, was evil.  Whatever she was doing with the man in the attic, it was clearly immoral and vile. 
 
    But it continued to nag at her.  She could best the sun by tasting his blood?  How much of a taste?  After so long living in the shadows, more than once, she had felt willing to do anything to be able to step out into that beautiful brilliance.  What if she could get him to agree to give her a taste?  What if, tomorrow morning, she could step out into the morning to greet the dawn? 
 
    Looking up at the sky, seeing the beginnings of stars in the half-light of midnight, knowing that she would be cursed to it forever if she let him go, Bonnie had the startling realization that yes, she might be willing to do a little evil, in order to live a normal life. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    When the Third Lander came crawling back into the attic, she carried an armful of tools.   
 
    …and a glass and a knife. 
 
    Seeing that, every fiber of Masaaki’s being went stiff, and that tiny flash of hope that he had allowed himself was squashed in a mingled wave of horror and dread. 
 
    She seemed to hesitate, looking down at the tools in her hands.  “So, um, this is maybe going to sound really weird,” she started, “but if I drink your blood, will I be able to go out and walk in the sunlight without hurting?” 
 
    Masaaki felt his gut twist and he looked away.  So they had told her.  By the way she had rushed to find something to free him, he had thought they hadn’t told her. 
 
    “So, uh, I take that as a yes?”  She was watching him much too closely, judging his reaction.  She swallowed again.  “Uh, could I pay you to, like, give me a taste?  I don’t make a lot of money—hell, I just got fired—but I’d pay whatever I could afford.” 
 
    Masaaki swiveled to frown at her.  She was offering to pay him?  He had to review her words in his mind, just to make sure he had really heard correctly.  Then his eyes fell back to the knife and the glass in her hands, along with the other tools, and he realized he wasn’t going to have a choice in the matter.  He never did.  They took what they wanted, regardless of how desperate his pleas.  And a queen…  She would never be satisfied with a single sip. 
 
    “I have nothing to say to you, Third Lander,” he whispered.  He knew that defeat etched his words.  He no longer cared.  He had actually allowed himself to hope at the way she had bolted for the ladder.  For a moment, he had thought that she was different. 
 
    For a long time, she simply stared down at the glass and the knife.  Then he watched her shoulders slump.  “Fuck.  Yeah, that was stupid.  Sorry.  I just got…  Real stupid.  Sorry.”  She turned and dropped both knife and glass back down through the hole in the attic floor. 
 
    Seeing that, Masaaki had to blurt, “You’re not going to take it?” 
 
    She frowned at him.  “Of course not.” 
 
    He peered at her.  “You don’t want it?” 
 
    The near-silver skin of her face actually flushed.  “Uh.  Honestly?”  She dipped her head, biting her lip.  “Yeah.  Real bad.  Shit, I must sound really desperate.  I was gonna drink blood.  And you’re hanging from a fucking chain in the ceiling.  I’m really sorry.”  She almost sounded…disgusted?…with herself. 
 
    Masaaki almost spoke to her, then.  Almost.  But he’d been tricked too many times, his hopes given life on too many occasions, only to be thoroughly crushed.  He lifted his head to look beyond her, focusing on a point in the dusky trees outside, a tactic that he had found helped him pretend he was not a captive in an unending nightmare of blood and pain.   
 
    “How long have my parents had you like this?” 
 
    Masaaki shook his head and continued to peer out the window. 
 
    “Five years?  Ten?” 
 
    He looked at her, then, a bit stunned by her lack of understanding for the totality of the situation.  Indeed, she was sweating and her hands were trembling where they held the tools. 
 
    “Look,” she said, “I know it’s been a long time, and I’m gonna let you loose whatever you say, but hear me out for a second first, okay?” 
 
    Masaaki snorted and returned his eyes to the window.  Within a few short hours, the sun would rise again.  It had been the first time he’d been allowed to see the sun in decades, and even with the ache in his shoulders and wrists, it had lifted him out of his despair, that first day. 
 
    “Okay dude,” she said, “you’re really creeping me out, here.”  She almost sounded angry.  “Okay, sure, I got a little stupid and excited and blundered bigtime, but I’m going to help you.  You keep looking at me like you’re gonna go for my throat the moment I let you down.” 
 
    He continued to ignore her. 
 
    “Are you gonna go for my throat the moment I let you down?”  She was cocking her head at him in his periphery. 
 
    He started counting the leaves on the tree in the distance. 
 
    She walked up to him and poked him in the chest with a small, pointed finger, making him grunt.  “You don’t hold me responsible for this, do you?  ‘Cause if you do, that’s utter bullshit.  I didn’t even live here the last three years, you got me?” 
 
    Tearing his gaze from outside and refocusing on her face, Masaaki said, “I’ve been trapped in the basement of this building for forty years, at least.  Your parents have kept me with them as a favored pet for six hundred years, ever since my daimyō sold me to them in Japan.” 
 
    Her mouth fell open, her lips forming an O. 
 
    “So enough of your excuses, demonkin.”  He returned his attention to the spindly white tree. 
 
    “I’m gonna let you go,” she said. 
 
    He snorted.  “Actions speak louder than words, Third Lander.” 
 
    “So what you and I need to figure out, right now, is who’s in charge, here.” 
 
    Masaaki frowned and looked back at her, despite himself. 
 
    “See,” she said, tapping his chest with the bolt-cutters, “my mom left me a really nasty little note.  Makes my guts twist thinking about it, if even half of it is true.  And my instincts are telling me that you’re probably one of the only people out there who could tell me how much of it is true.” 
 
    Masaaki glanced down at the bolt-cutters, then back at her face.  Reluctantly, he said, “What kinds of things did she say?” 
 
    “Oh, I dunno, let’s see.  That I was a vampire.  That vampire children are rare, and that there’s a group of vampires out there that wants to eat me.  Oh, and that you’d kill me in an instant if I let you down.”  She hesitated and gave him a wary look.  “Like you’ve got some sort of eerie powers that kill vampires.  That true?”  Then she winced.  “Well, not that I’m a vampire.  I’m just wondering.  Can you kill them?” 
 
    Because lying had never been something that Masaaki had been particularly good at, he smiled at her and said, “If you cut me down, little queen, I will delight in ramming my fingers into your demonic eyeballs and tearing them from your perverted skull so that you may not create your vampire horde.  My only regret would be that you couldn’t watch me eat them afterwards, while I desecrate the rest of your filthy corpse in every way I can think of before taking my own life amidst your entrails.” 
 
    She went still, staring at him, her voidlike, demonic eyes wide.  “Oh…kaaaay.”  Slowly, she lifted the bolt-cutters off of his chest.  “Dude, I really think you need to see a shrink.  I got one in town I go to.  She’s awesome.  Really helped me get over some of the ostracism stuff from school.  Oh, and that my parents were fucking psychopaths.”  Then she was reaching up with the clippers, and Masaaki instinctively whimpered and made fists with his hands, having already endured that horror many times before. 
 
    Then, with her feminine grunt and a metallic thunk, the bolt cutters slammed home.   Masaaki frowned and opened his eyes with a start.  Did she just…  Having expected her to take his fingers, he had not even considered that she would be using the cutters to release him.  Then the chain between his wrist snapped, slid up through the swivel and out the other side, and suddenly Masaaki was falling. 
 
    His bare feet hit the carpeted floor and his knees, unused to supporting his weight, collapsed beneath him.  He hit the ground hard, falling backwards, his arms slamming limply into the floor with him. 
 
    Instantly, agony began assaulting his shoulders and arms.  He shrieked, his back arcing against the carpet as the blood began rushing back to the nerves.  It made him feel as if he had lost his limbs, as if they were merely throbbing hunks of ragged meat attached to his collarbone.  He groaned and ground his teeth, waiting for the pain to stop.  He lay there, panting, for several minutes before he realized that the girl was still in the room with him, watching. 
 
    “I just want to make it really crystal clear that I’m not like my parents,” she said, standing a good ten feet out of reach, bolt-cutters in hand.  It was obvious she was going to brandish them as a club if he tried to approach her. 
 
    But Masaaki wasn’t looking at her.  He spread his wrists apart for the first time in decades.  The sight was so beautiful to him that he simply started to weep. 
 
    He didn’t realize she had moved closer until a grating rumble drew his attention to the hacksaw she was running through the bar between his legs.  Head bent, her face tight with concentration, the vampire said, “I’ll figure out how to get the cuffs off.  Looks like they actually welded the fuckers on.” 
 
    Masaaki simply could not comprehend the fact that she was kneeling between his legs, cutting away the bar.  He watched in stunned silence, his freed hands dropping to his sides.  He hadn’t realized he was crying until the hot warmth slid down his cheeks. 
 
    Please don’t let this be another ruse, he thought, desperate.  Please, ancestors, by everything that is holy, let this naïve little vampire girl not be a trick. 
 
    The hacksaw took much longer than he had expected, and he watched the little beads of perspiration form on her forehead.  She was having problems cutting it?  At first, Masaaki grew angry, thinking this was another game, that she was simply toying with him.  After all, since when did a vampire have problems putting enough force behind—   
 
    Suddenly, watching her weak struggles with the hacksaw, Masaaki realized what the problem was.  “You’ve never taken blood before, have you?” he blurted, staring.  He glanced up at her wrists, saw the perfect smooth skin there, and his breath caught.  “You’re a virgin?”  A virgin queen.  By the sacred blood of his ancestors…  Masaaki suddenly found that he was having trouble breathing. 
 
    She hesitated with the hacksaw, then nervously glanced up at him, eyes carefully avoiding his nakedness.  “You know,” she said softly, “you got some really bad timing, there, dude.”  She started sawing again, without answering the question. 
 
    Feeling he had to know, now, Masaaki reached out and grabbed her hand on the saw, stopping it easily.  The vampire hesitated, looking down at his hand, then slowly following his arm up to his face.  There was fear, there.  “I’m helping you, buddy,” she said softly.  But her voice had the tone of someone who was scared out of her mind, and doing her absolute best not to show it. 
 
    She’s a virgin, he thought.  Holy ancestors, a virgin queen… 
 
    “Do you have a consort yet?” Masaaki demanded, still gripping her hand around the hacksaw.  He had to make sure.  Had to make absolutely sure.  Pulling hand and hacksaw out of the little groove she had created, he turned her arm over, to get a good look at the soft skin on the other side.  Very gently, he ran his thumb along her wrist and forearm, feeling for scars. 
 
    She frowned at his ministrations with utter incomprehension in her face.  “Um.  Okay, that’s creepy.”   
 
    He felt nothing but the silky-smooth skin of a virgin vampire queen.  The feel was inhuman.  Almost like living glass beneath his skin, and he had to suppress a shudder as he remembered the same texture sliding across his own body countless times before, using his body, eating his spirit as he was helpless.  “Did your parents give you a consort?” Masaaki asked again. 
 
    “Is that like a computer program?”  Her other hand was trembling and tightening around the toe of her boot, but so far, she had not tried to pull away. 
 
    She knows nothing, his startled mind realized in that moment.  An utterly clean slate.  In the wrong hands, she could be used for ultimate evil, the raising of a vampire army here in the First Lands.  But in the right hands?  Could she force the invaders back?  Permanently?  Was it worth hoping?  And could he become a consort?  Feed her his blood?  Spoil her for the vampire lords that would even now be searching her out?  Doubtless, that was why her parents had not yet taught her how to feed.  They were saving her for a lord. 
 
    He hesitated, scanning her face.  The blood of the yatagarasu would certainly satisfy a queen.  In the First Realm, no blood was sweeter to a demonkin.  But he had sworn to himself that, once he found his freedom, he would never to allow another demon to drink from him.  After six hundred years of servitude to brutal and sadistic monsters, it would take all of his control to allow that first taste.  But what if, after his sacrifice, she didn’t cooperate?  What if she took his blood and, high on that ambrosia, decided to return him to the dungeon?  Was it worth the risk?  Would it be easier to just kill her? 
 
    “Um, dude?”  She licked her lips and her too-big demonic eyes flickered down to the hacksaw, flipped upside-down for his inspection of her forearm, then back up at him.  “You’re hurting my hand.”   
 
    Masaaki could have killed her, then.  Her powers had not yet awakened, leaving her as weak and corporeal as any human.  He could have reached out, caught her ears in his fists, and brought her face against his knee until she stopped breathing.  A queen.  Everything he knew was telling him to do just that. 
 
    But he was looking upon her innocence and thinking about the way she’d cut that chain, instead of his fingers.  Very slowly, he released her hand. 
 
    For a moment, she looked like she would scrabble away from him and leave him alone to free himself the rest of the way.  Her eyes flickered back to his face, searching.  Then, slowly, she began working the hacksaw again, and he saw her hands trembling where she held the tool.   
 
    “So, uh,” she said as she worked, her voice unsteady, “you have some creepy powers, right?  I mean, you just decided not to kill me just now, right?” 
 
    “I have no powers that I can control collared with ensorcelled steel such as I am,” Masaaki said.  Immediately, he had to fight another wave of despair.  To say it, out loud, hurt more than wearing it. 
 
    Her eyes flickered up to his face, then dropped to the ensorcelled metal band around his neck.  “I might be able to get it off with a grinder, though you’d have to trust me with a power-tool near your throat.” 
 
    He actually stared at her.  “You would take it off?  In the presence of a yatagarasu?” 
 
    “Ummm,” she said, giving a nervous laugh.  “Weeellll, considering the way you just said that, I’m having some serious second thoughts.”  But she kept hacking at the bar between his legs, bent in concentration. 
 
    “You would take it off,” he repeated, just to make sure he’d heard her correctly. 
 
    “Sure, why not?”  She wasn’t looking at him. 
 
    “I could kill you,” Masaaki blurted. 
 
    “Yeah, well, you didn’t just now, so I’d like to think we set some sort of precedent.”  She finished cutting through the bar and moved on to the other ankle. 
 
    Masaaki caught her hand, stilling the hacksaw again.  “I am a yatagarasu,” he said, in case she simply did not understand.  “I can make anything at all burn with the heatless light of the sun.” 
 
    He watched her swallow.  “Um.  Yeah.  Seems pretty stupid that they kept you here, considering you’re their Kryptonite.” 
 
    Masaaki frowned.  “What?” 
 
    “Kryptonite?  Superman?”  Then, looking up at him, seeing his confusion, she winced.  “Okay, um.  Bane.  You’re their bane.” 
 
    That was, indeed, a very good way to describe it.  To a vampire, the yatagarasu was either the ambrosia of the gods or the poisoned fruit, depending on who had the upper hand in the situation.  And Masaaki hadn’t had the upper hand in over six hundred years. 
 
    “You’re hurting my hand again,” she whispered. 
 
    Masaaki released her, stunned that he was doing so.   
 
    “So, uh, how about we introduce ourselves a little,” she said, her voice tremulous as she once more renewed her efforts at the bar between his legs.  “I’m Bonnie.  I’m nineteen.  My parents just told me they’re dead, and oh, by the way, you’re a vampire, Bonnie, and there’s people that want to eat you.” 
 
    “Not eat you,” Masaaki whispered, before he could help himself.  He had been so enraptured by the simple fact that a vampire was freeing him that he hadn’t really thought to guard his words. 
 
    Sure enough, the blade of the hacksaw hesitated.  He watched her bite her lip.  Saw the muscles in her elegant neck tense.  Saw the fear.  “So what do they want?” 
 
    That simple question, asked in such innocence, made something deep and powerful within Masaaki surge.  It took him a moment to realize that it was that passion he had thought was long-dead.  The warrior-instinct of a samurai.  He would kill for this innocent girl. 
 
    For a moment, he could only stare at her in stunned silence.  How could a vampire have given that fire back to him, even if only for a moment?  The vampires were the ones that had spent centuries delighting in seeking out and destroying even the tiniest licks of that flame, leaving a husk of what he once was.  And yet, here he was, naked and in shackles, feeling compelled to pledge his sword in fealty once more.  Insanity. 
 
    “That bad, huh?” she whispered. 
 
    Masaaki shook himself, refusing to acknowledge that unwanted new drive and instead considered her question.  “What will happen to you?”  At her little nod, he gave a shrug.  “If the first lord who finds you is less than noble?  He’ll likely take you to a dungeon, force you to take him as consort, and bring humans and vampires to you to turn into thralls and soldiers so that he may command them through your link to them.  Oh, and compel you to birth him more queens.” 
 
    She was staring at him.  “Please tell me you’re not serious,” she whimpered. 
 
    “Such is the risk of being a queen.” 
 
    “I’m nineteen!” 
 
    “Your use to them is the same whether you are fourteen or four hundred.”  Masaaki watched her thoughtfully, fighting that strange compulsion to kneel in seiza and put his forehead to the ground in fealty.  He would not do that again.  Ever.  He’d rather plunge his sword through his gut and begin a jūmonji giri to restore his tainted honor.  But then again, his honor was already a ragged, blood-caked, rotting thing.  Six hundred years of captivity had tattered that once-pristine tapestry and shredded it to rags.  The laws of Bushidō required some reparation.  Some restoration of what he had lost, and soon.  In his situation, a samurai who had allowed himself captured, there were few options.  Seppuku or… 
 
    He hesitated, looking at her.  A samurai lived to serve.  He lived to fight for his master.  It was the very basis for his honor.  But why would a vampire queen not violate that oath, when a man trained in Bushidō, raised by a line of men whose breathtaking nobility had been the subject of poets, a man who was deeply studied in the arts of the samurai, had violated that sacred trust? 
 
    “Tell me, little queen,” Masaaki said, after several minutes of internal struggle.  “Are you all alone in this house?  You said your parents are dead?  You have no uncles or brothers?  No one to protect you?” 
 
    Her eyes widened and flickered up to his face, and he saw her sudden flash of fear.  Softly, she whispered, “I cut you down.”  It sounded like a plea.  It took Masaaki a confused moment to realize why. 
 
    She thinks I ask because I’m going to kill her, Masaaki thought.  He cleared his throat embarrassedly.  “No.  I ask because I can help you.” 
 
    She blinked at him, and the relief on her porcelain face was painful.  “You can?” 
 
    “My name is Masaaki Yatagarasu.  I was a samurai of the Heishi clan.  It’s been some time, but I was trained in many forms of combat, for many years.”  He gestured at the bands around his ankles.  “I can help you.  But I need to know if you have vampire kin that will throw me in their dungeon the moment they realize what I am.  To a vampire, a yatagarasu is…a prize.” 
 
    She swallowed.  Still not entirely trustful, she said, “If my parents weren’t lying through their asses in their letter, they’re dead and I’m all alone here.  But they’ve lied about stuff like that in the past.  They’ve always been…creepy.” 
 
    “They’re vampires.  If they are not dead, then they need to be.”  Then, at the way the girl flinched, Masaaki realized his mistake.  Even with her overly-big eyes, her glass-smooth skin, and her ruby lips, he wasn’t, he realized, stunned, even thinking of her as a vampire.  Embarrassed all over again, he said, “There might be some exceptions.  May I read their letter?” 
 
    She hesitated a long time, her feminine neck still bent to her task, glowing almost silver in the dusky half-light.  A queen, Masaaki thought again, still stunned by that fact.   
 
    Then, slowly, she straightened, and her golden eyes showed another moment of fear before they slid away.  “Um, yeah.  Here.”  She thrust the tool into his hands.  “You do the hacksaw.  I’ll be right back.”  Then she got up, backed a few feet away from him, and met his eyes.   
 
    Masaaki saw the indecision in her eyes as she stood that way, well out of reach, for much too long, biting her lip.  She’s going to run, Masaaki realized, horrified.  Slowly, he set the hacksaw down, tensing to give chase.  The girl watched the gesture and took another step backwards. 
 
    “Don’t run,” Masaaki warned.  “I’m fast, girl.” 
 
    She bolted. 
 
    He lunged after her, but the half-removed bar between his legs caught his free ankle, throwing him to his knees before he could reach her.  She dropped down the hole in the attic floor and disappeared. 
 
    “Wait!” he cried, crawling forward to the stairs out of the attic.  Looking over the edge, he saw her pausing there, twenty feet down the hall, watching him with all the wariness a sparrow would give a hawk. 
 
    She’s going to escape.  A virgin queen and she’s going to escape.  And, judging by the look on her face, he knew that he would never see her again.   
 
    “You said,” she accused softly from the hall, “if a vampire’s not dead, it needs to be.” 
 
    “I said there are exceptions!”  Masaaki cried. 
 
    “I’m not a vampire,” she shouted back.  “You think I’m a vampire!” 
 
    Knowing he couldn’t reach her in time, Masaaki prayed to his ancestors for guidance in finding a way to ease her fears.  “Bonnie,” he called down to her, “I wasn’t lying.  If you continue on your current path, you will end up like I did, but they will never let you escape.  A yatagarasu is a prize.  A queen is a priceless treasure.  And you will end up as I did, if you run today.  I’m the only one that can help you.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” she demanded.  “There were at least three times up there I thought you were gonna kill me.” 
 
    And he had been, too.  But somewhere along the line, Masaaki had chosen a different path.  Like the flow of water, rushing over changing terrain, something had altered his course.  “You are alone in a very scary world, Bonnie.  Nightmares that you cannot even dream about are real and stalking the night.  But you don’t have to be alone.  You’re a vampire queen.  I can help you use that to your advantage.  In the First Realm, if you aren’t wary, you will be hunted, captured, and thrown in a basement to be used as a tool.  In the Third Realm, however, the queens rule.  I’ve had six hundred years to learn more about vampires than any man has a right to know.  I can teach you.” 
 
    He saw a moment of debate there, saw her consideration.  But then her eyes flickered to the stairs behind her.  “I told you I’m not a vampire.”  She started backing away slowly.   
 
    “Stop!” Masaaki cried.  “Chikushō!  I can help you!” 
 
    She turned and disappeared down the stairs at a run.  Masaaki felt a wretched sinking in his gut as he listened to her hurried footsteps cross through the house and out the front door, knowing he had just made the unforgiveable mistake of letting a vampire queen escape alive. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 4: Daimyō 
 
    That horrifying feeling of being pursued kicked her adrenaline to new highs and Bonnie bolted to the car and started fumbling with the latch in blind terror before she realized that it wasn’t a pull latch, but a button latch, and she hastily shoved her thumb into the button and yanked the door open.  She had gotten all the way into the driver’s seat before she realized she’d forgotten her keys.  On the peg.  Inside. 
 
    “Shit,” she whispered.  “Shit, shit!” 
 
    She opened the car door with a gentle click and listened.  Inside, through the dormer window, she heard the rushed sound of a hacksaw. 
 
    Fuck!  Bonnie carefully got out of her car and tiptoed back to the house.  Upstairs, the hacksaw went quiet. 
 
    Oh God, she whimpered inside.  Odin’s balls.  Odin’s fucking balls.  She twisted the knob timidly and opened the door, very careful not to make a sound.   
 
    Upstairs, she heard a thud. 
 
    He’s out of the attic! her mind screamed.  She threw the door open, lunged inside, and yanked the keys off the rack just in time to see the naked Japanese dude hesitate on the stairs, giving her a startled look. 
 
    Bonnie leapt backwards, slammed the door shut behind her, and bolted for the car, leaving her wallet and all of her ID, money, credit-cards, and half-filled coffee vouchers on the hook with her coat.  She was running for her life, now, and she heard the door rattle behind her.  Odin’s balls.  He was fast. 
 
    But the rattling continued as she made it to a skidding halt in the gravel beside her car and flung the door open.  He’s trying to figure out how to open the door, Bonnie’s panicked brain realized, even as she threw herself into her seat and began jamming keys into the ignition.  Halleluiah Freyja.  Her trembling fingers fumbled and she dropped them. 
 
    “Fuck!” she screamed, in terror, now.  She took just enough time to check to make sure that the front door was still closed before she ducked her head down and scrabbled for them under the pedals. 
 
    Then it opened with a crash and bare feet were thumping across the front porch. 
 
    “Oh God, oh God,” Bonnie whimpered, her trembling fingers finding the Dodge key and shoving it into the ignition.  She twisted violently and the engine caught, began to purr.  Bonnie slammed her foot on the gas. 
 
    The car revved in neutral. 
 
    A fist slammed through her window and started tearing at the glass.  Bonnie screamed and leaned out of the way of the tawny hand as it reached for her.  She was about to put the car into reverse, leaning to the side, when she saw the man’s glowing yellow-white eyes.  Then she forgot all about cars and engines and gears and slammed her foot down on the gas again, screaming. 
 
    “Come out!” he snapped, slamming a fist into the cab of the Dodge Dart, making a dent just above the crown of her head.  His knuckles were bloody from the glass.  Bonnie cringed and started crawling towards the other side of the car.  He frowned at her and reached in after her. 
 
    Bonnie yanked the opposite car door open and spilled out, just as his bleeding fingers caught her shoelaces as they scrabbled for her leg.  Screaming again, Bonnie kicked at him, then, when he grunted and released her, got to her feet and ran for the highway. 
 
    “No!” he shouted.  “Chikushō!  Come here!”  She heard him come around the car after her.  Bonnie stayed on the gravel, knowing it would be harder for him to follow her on gravel.  Bare feet.  Had to use that.  Oh God, she was gonna die.   
 
    Indeed, he was running on it anyway.  Catching up.  Bonnie screamed again and ducked her head. 
 
    “Stop running!” the man shouted behind her. 
 
    She could make it to the highway.  He couldn’t kill her on the highway. 
 
    Then she realized that the highway was another five miles away, and that there was only a lonely dirt road running up to her parents’ ancient homestead.  She took a last few steps, then came to a halt, spinning to face her pursuer. 
 
    He slowed to a cautious walk, naked except for the fanny pack.  He looked like a big cat whose rabbit had unexpectedly stopped running. 
 
    Oh fuck, Bonnie’s terrified mind whimpered.  He was, bigger than her, faster, more deadly…  A samurai, she thought.  I am so screwed.  She started edging around him, making a wide circle, back toward the still-running car. 
 
    He watched her alertly, following at a distance, but made no moves to try and keep himself between her and the vehicle.  “I have a proposition for you, vampire.” 
 
    The word left a leaden weight of dread settling in her stomach.  “I’m not a vampire,” she whimpered, easing back to the car, stunned he was letting her do it.  Could he just not realize what it was?  How long had he been imprisoned? 
 
    “You are a vampire,” he insisted.  “The fact you’ve not yet been made a woman by a man doesn’t mean you are not a vampire.” 
 
    Oh she did not like the sound of that.  Bonnie spun and raced back to the car.  Then she thought about how much time it would take to get the door open and get inside and she altered her trajectory for the house, instead.  She bolted up the steps, lunged across the front porch, and threw the door open.  She stepped inside and slammed it shut just in time to catch him in the face. 
 
    Hyperventilating, now, Bonnie threw the deadbolt, then ran around looking for a phone, unable to think.  She needed a phone.  She started searching countertops and couches, looking for the last place she’d put it.  Behind her, she heard glass shatter and heard the mottled entryway window collapse to the floor. 
 
    Seeing his big, naked body step through the now-open window, however, Bonnie forgot about phones.  She took several steps backwards, edging toward the stairs. 
 
    “Stop,” he growled.  “I’m faster than you, girl, and I was tortured by your parents for the last six hundred years.  This is not going to go well if you keep angering me.”  Indeed, his eyes were twin glimpses into a golden star. 
 
    Not human, she realized, sparking more terror.  He’s not human. 
 
    Remembering the guns upstairs, Bonnie spun and ran.  She raced up the stairs and bolted down the hall to her parents’ master suite.  Behind her, her pursuer cursed and started up the stairs after her.  She jumped inside her parents’ bedroom—a room that she had carefully avoided ever since the first time she’d seen the odd racks and cages contained therein—and slammed the heavy door shut.  This time, when she locked it in his face, it stayed locked. 
 
    “Come out, now!” the man bellowed on the other side.  Bonnie went to her father’s gun-case, saw the lock, and used the combination she knew her parents used on everything—her birthday.  The padlock clicked, the door came open, and Bonnie was suddenly looking at a dozen different guns, none of which she knew what they did.  The man had started to kick the door outside with house-rattling thumps that were making the walls shake. 
 
    She took the biggest, most scary-looking gun she could find—a rifle of some sort—and put it to her shoulder, pointed at the door much too high to be aimed at his head, and fired. 
 
    The gun slammed into her chest and shoulder and threw her backwards to land on the floor with a groan. 
 
    In the silence that followed, Bonnie had the presence of mind to shout, “The next one, I put through your chest!  Go away and leave me alone!  I’m not a vampire!”  When, in reality, she certainly wasn’t firing the gun again and probably wasn’t going to be able to move her arm for a week.  Nonetheless, Bonnie dragged the huge weapon with her to the huge master bed and put her back against the mattress, facing the door. 
 
    And, for his part, the man had gone silent. 
 
    Too silent.  She heard nothing out there except for the pounding of her own heart.  She wondered if maybe she had accidentally hit him.  The hole in the door was lower than she’d been aiming.  Just how tall was he?  In that pang of guilt, she said, “Hello?” 
 
    She got no response. 
 
    “Oh shit.”  Bonnie carefully got to her feet and went to the door and squatted to dip her head low enough to see under the crack into the hallway.  She saw nothing.  She slid from one edge of the crack to the other, trying to see as much of the hallway on the other side as was possible. 
 
    Seeing nothing creeped her out even more than if she had seen a dead body on the other side.  She quickly recoiled from the door and scrabbled away.  Swallowing, she said, “Look, I know you’re out there.  Please believe me.  I’m not evil.  I’ve never hurt anyone in my life.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Bonnie let out a terrified breath, close to a sob, now.  “Please!” she screamed at the door.  Being in her parents’ room was beginning to creep her out.  She’d always hated the smell—like a mixture of heavy-duty cleaner and cinnamon air-freshener—and there were dozens of different bolts and chains and cuffs hanging along the walls, the bedframe was made of wood and metal as thick as her torso, and the cages were placed in strategic locations around the room.  Three of them, that she could see. 
 
    They waited for me to go to sleep, she thought, in horror.  Or, during the winter, to go to school.  They were killing people while I was at school. 
 
    “Please!” she cried again, thoroughly unnerved by the weird feel of the place.  Dark and dreary, it had only a single, tiny light set into the ceiling.  She had no doubt that people had died here.  No fucking doubt.  She knew it in her gut.  Her eyes fell upon the big, black leather chair in one corner, where she had seen her father— 
 
    Then, suddenly, she did remember.  Like a vivid flash of a nightmare, she remembered the strange gurgling sounds coming from down the hall, when she’d woken to go to the bathroom.  She remembered her parents’ heavy door swinging open under her touch, remembered the naked man twitching in the bed under her mother’s body, as she grasped him by the throat with both hands.  She remembered her father, sprawled lazily in a chair, as a similarly-collared blonde woman huddled at his feet, sobbing, dripping blood to the floor between her legs, wearing a leash like a dog.  The end of which, her father held loosely in one hand while he read a Civil War book with the other.  His groin and abdomen and thighs had been covered in crimson. 
 
    She remembered her parents looking up, remembered her mother pulling…things…out of the man’s neck as she pulled her hands away.  She remembered him choking, that weird little gagging sound that she’d heard in the hallway outside.  She remembered her mother’s smile as she licked the things sliding back into her wrists and said, “Maybe someday, sweetie.  Go back to bed for now.  We wouldn’t want to wake you before it’s time.” 
 
    “Let me out of here!” Bonnie screamed at the door, in complete panic, now.  It was the same chair.  The same black chair.  And the bolts where the man’s hands had been tied as her mother rode him.  Dropping the gun, Bonnie bolted to the exit, slammed back the lock, threw the door open, and ran outside. 
 
    Immediately, a big form grabbed her and threw her against the wall, pressing his body into hers. 
 
    “No!” Bonnie screamed, kicking, biting, scratching, still seeing that woman’s terrified blue eyes flicker up to her, the corpses strewn around the room.  “No, no no!” 
 
    “Calm down,” the man holding her roared. 
 
    She screamed again and started pushing at his face, his neck, his eyes, trying to get him away from her, crying. 
 
    He grabbed her by the wrists—though strangely delicately—and held them at her sides.  “I’m not going to hurt you!”  Then he leaned in and kept her there, her back pressed tightly against the wall, pushing the fanny-pack into her abdomen.  “Be still,” he said, more gently.  His eyes were glowing again, and Bonnie felt the pain of the light against her forehead and neck.  She whimpered and flinched away. 
 
    She felt him turn his head aside, the light no longer hitting her skin, and she let out a relieved whimper.  He continued to hold her like that for several minutes, with only their heartbeats keeping time.  His chest rumbled against hers as he said, “Are you calm?” 
 
    Hesitantly, Bonnie looked at him.  He had turned back to her and his eyes were brown again, almost black.  They were also much too close.  She thought again of how sick she’d gotten whenever she thought of a naked man, and had to fight down a rising tide of nausea.  From the degree of her revulsion of nakedness, her shrink had suspected sexual abuse, but his diagnosis couldn’t have prepared Bonnie for what she’d just relived.    
 
    “What are you going to do with me?” she whimpered.  She remembered the chains and cages in her parents’ room, only a few feet away, and immediately started to hyperventilate again. 
 
    “Calm,” he warned, his eyes flashing sunny again.  “Yes, I know what’s in that room.  I’ve been in it too many times to count.  No, I’m not going to use it on you.” 
 
    So wretched was her relief that she leaned against him and ducked her head to his naked shoulder and cried. 
 
    The man gave an awkward grunt, but didn’t let go of her wrists.  “I am Masaaki Yatagarasu.  I was a samurai for the Heishi clan before I was captured in the year thirteen-thirty-six.  Please.  Tell me.  What year is it?” 
 
    Bonnie flinched at the need in his words.  “Two thousand and nine,” she said. 
 
    Masaaki’s eyes widened.  “Ancestors be merciful,” he whispered.  “It was closer to seven hundred.” 
 
    “I’m not a vampire,” Bonnie pleaded.  “Please, I’d never do anything like that.” 
 
    He peered down at her for a moment, searching, then said, “I know.”  He almost sounded surprised at the fact.  “Though all that will change the moment you take a man to bed.  The innocent boy will die in a pool of his own blood and you’ll awaken to your true nature.” 
 
    Her mother had mentioned something similar in her letter.  “I can stay celibate!” Bonnie babbled.  “I swear!  No sex for me.  Huh-uh.  Even the thought of sex makes me sick to my stomach, okay?  Like really sick.  It always has.  I never wanted to get close to a guy.  Hell, the fact that you don’t have any clothes on is making me wanna puke.  I can’t even get close to a guy without puking, even if they wanted anything to do with me, which they don’t.  Please believe me.  I’m not a vampire.  Just let me go, okay?”  When he didn’t let her go, and instead just continued to frown down at her, Bonnie felt her lungs starting to work again, her fingers going tingly. 
 
    “Calm.” 
 
    “I’m calm,” Bonnie lied. 
 
    Masaaki snorted.  “You are as calm as an emperor’s tiny, stupid dog.” 
 
    Bonnie blinked at him, startled out of her panic by the disdain in his voice.  All she could say was, “I’m not stupid.” 
 
    “You just lose all your sense when you’re scared.”  It wasn’t a question. 
 
    “Um.”  So he had noticed.  Whoops.  Better luck next time, Bonita-Maxine.  Enjoy that trip to the cemetery.  “Are you going to kill me?” she squeaked.  She felt that fear once more rising in her chest, threatening to overwhelm her. 
 
    “Calm,” Masaaki warned.  “And no.”   
 
    “Uh,” Bonnie said, swallowing.  “Okay.  That’s good.  What are you going to do with me?” 
 
    When he looked at her, however, his brown eyes were quizzical.  “Why did you free me?” 
 
    She frowned up at him, trying to make sense of one of the stupidest questions she’d ever heard.  “Uh…because you were hanging from a beam in my psychopathic parents’ attic?” 
 
    “But you did so knowing full well I could kill you, and had every reason to do so.” 
 
    She didn’t like the direction the conversation was headed, and started twisting her wrists in his grip unhappily, despite the sensitivity she’d always had in her forearms.  She found herself glancing over his shoulder, down the hall, at the staircase she wanted to be running down. 
 
    “Calm, wan-ko.  Answer me.” 
 
    “It crossed my mind,” she blurted.  “You’re bigger than me and built like a damned tank.  And can you let go of my wrists?  They’ve always been sensitive and they’re starting to hurt.” 
 
    “Stop twisting them,” he said indifferently.  His gaze was way too intense.  “So you freed me simply because you could.” 
 
    Bonnie kept twisting her wrists.  “Why the hell else would I do it?” 
 
    “Because you were trying to trick me.” 
 
    “Trick you into doing what?” she snapped.  “Pin me to a wall and tell me I’m a tiny stupid dog?”  She kept struggling, trying to work her hands out of his strangely loose grip.  A girly grip.  He was probably weak from being a captive for so long, so if she could only get her hands free… 
 
    “You keep agitating your forearms and you’re going to force the fangs out,” Masaaki said flatly. 
 
    Bonnie stopped twisting her wrists.  Her heart began hammering like thunder in her ears, she said, “Please tell me that was a joke.”  But she remembered her mother’s tongue, licking the ivory spikes protruding from the base of her palms…  “Oooohhhhh shit.”  She started to wrench in deep, fast breaths again. 
 
    “Calm.”   
 
    “Okay,” she whimpered.  Though her body wasn’t cooperating with her.  She started sucking in faster and faster breaths. 
 
    “That is not calm, wan-ko.”  The bastard almost sounded amused.  “Take a deep breath and hold it.  Then let it out slowly, then hold that.  Breathe again only when you have to.” 
 
    “I…have…to…” Bonnie panted.  He had just told her she had fangs in her wrists. 
 
    Growling, Masaaki released one of her wrists and slammed an open palm into the wall beside her head, making her flinch.  With the wall still rattling with his blow, he leaned down until their noses almost touched and said, “Calm yourself or I will do it for you.” 
 
    And, with dread, she knew he didn’t mean giving her a nice, soothing Chamomile tea.  “Okay.”  She gulped. 
 
    “You told me earlier we needed to figure out who was in charge, here,” Masaaki said.  “Until you stop acting like an addle-brained woman, I am.  And from this point forth, I would like to pledge my sword to you, but I can’t do that pinning you to the wall, you understand?” 
 
    “Yes,” Bonnie said, even though she didn’t. 
 
    Masaaki searched her face and grunted.  “Good.  I’m going to release you and take a step back.  Do not run.  If you do, the next time I catch you—which I will—you will spend a day chained to something uncomfortable.  My feet are bleeding and my hand is still throbbing from the glass.” 
 
    Talk about how to get a woman’s attention.  Bonnie swallowed. 
 
    “Do not run.”  After another moment of holding her, true to his word, Masaaki stepped backwards.  “Don’t run,” he repeated, eying her suspiciously. 
 
    “I won’t,” she whispered, though terror was making her limbs feel like Jell-O. 
 
    “Don’t,” he said again.  Then, after a tense moment where neither of them moved, slowly, he started sliding to his knees on the floor.   
 
    “What are you doing?” Bonnie whispered, inching away from him. 
 
    “Stay there!” the crazy naked man bellowed at her.  She froze. 
 
    Glaring, he sank to his knees, sat back onto his ankles, and put his hands on his thighs.  He closed his eyes and just sat there for a moment, his lips moving minutely.   
 
    “Uhhh,” Bonnie said. 
 
    “Shh!” 
 
    He continued for some time with the deep breathing, his lips moving silently as he watched some scene behind closed eyes.  Bonnie had actually calmed down and was beginning to get bored when he unexpectedly leaned forward and put his hands and head to the floor in front of her feet.  He stayed there, motionless, his brow touching the walnut floorboards, for long minutes, until Bonnie began to fidget. 
 
    “Um,” she whispered, after her feet started to cramp from standing in place for so long.  “Can I move now?” 
 
    Slowly, he lifted himself from the floor and gave her an annoyed look.  “Do your parents have any swords in this cursed house?” 
 
    Bonnie laughed.  “The last thing I’m giving you is a sw—”  At his sudden, darkening scowl, she squeaked, “They’re in the trophy room.” 
 
    With practiced ease, Masaaki got to his feet.  “Show me.” 
 
    “Um, well, they’re right down that hallway,” Bonnie said, pointing. 
 
    Masaaki glanced at her, then at the stairs where she had been planning on bolting to the still-purring car outside, then narrowed his eyes and took her by a wrist.  “Show me, wan-ko.” 
 
    “Wan-ko?” she demanded, as he dragged her down the hallway, towards the trophy room.  “Is that like vampire or something?”   
 
    His lip twitched in a smile as he looked back at her.  “Something like that.” 
 
    “Dude, I told you I’m not a vampire.”   
 
    He didn’t respond. 
 
    “I’m not!” 
 
    “Is this the room?”  He fumbled with the latch, tugging it the wrong way. 
 
    Bonnie watched him, knowing it probably wasn’t the best idea to give the crazy naked man a two-and-a-half-foot blade.  Though Bonnie generally got the idea that, if he had intended to do something awful, he would have already done it, instead of yelling at her to stay calm and kowtowing on the floor at her feet.  That was kowtowing, right?  Why the hell would he have been kowtowing? 
 
    Then she understood his earlier questions.  She had saved his life.  He was thanking her, in that creepy Asian way.  She’d probably committed some massive faux pas by not grunting in a manly manner and kicking him with her boot or something.  Stupid Japanese.  She’d never understood them.  She had a Japanese teacher.  He was such a hardass.  One of those assholes that would’ve hit her with a ruler for passing out in class, if it wouldn’t have gotten his ass canned and made him lose tenure. 
 
    After a couple moments of the self-proclaimed samurai struggling with the latch, Bonnie sighed, reached out, pressed the latch down, and shoved the door inward—two things that he had tried, but not in conjunction. 
 
    To her surprise, instead of yanking her into the room with him, Masaaki tugged the door shut and immediately repeated the process, then shoved the door inward, grunting. 
 
    “You’ve been out of the loop a long time, haven’t you?” Bonnie asked softly, as he dragged her inside. 
 
    “What loop—oh sweet gods.  They still have them.”  She actually watched the man’s body go limp as his eyes caught on the matched katana, wakizashi, and tantō that her father had been so proud of.  “Oh merciful ancestors.”  As if she no longer existed, he released her arm, abandoning her beside the door as he took three great strides across the room and reverently lifted the largest of the three swords off of the custom-built, subtly back-lit rack.  He slid the blade from its sheath like a long-lost friend, and she actually thought she heard the big badass whimper. 
 
    No, she had heard him whimper, because a moment later, he was curling up over the blade, sobbing like a little girl. 
 
    “Oookaaay,” Bonnie said.  “I’ll just leave you with the long pointy objects and go shut off my car before I run it out of fuel.”  She started inching towards the door. 
 
    As quick as a flash of sunlight, the man twisted and had the sword pointed at her chest.  “You,” he said, scowling at her down the length of the gleaming blade.  “Sit.  There.  Now.”  He twitched the razor tip of the pointy object to the corner of the room away from door.   
 
    Because Bonnie didn’t really want to be chased down by a sword-wielding naked creep, she went and sat in the corner, as directed. 
 
    Then, like he was reuniting with a lover, the samurai took the other two blades from the rack, got to his knees, and lay all three of them on the floor in front of him.  He performed a similar kowtow to the swords, holding his face to the floor for several long minutes, then sat up and began running his hands down sheathes and blades in unmistakable reverence, speaking to them softly in Japanese.  Getting the gut feeling she was witnessing something incredibly private and personal, Bonnie’s face reddened and she started picking at stray yarn in the expensive Persian rug. 
 
    Eventually, the samurai was standing again, still wearing nothing but a fanny pack, grasping the swords in a fist.  “You said you could get this off of my neck?” he asked, touching the old-looking steel collar. 
 
    “Um,” Bonnie said, remembering the glowy-eyes-of-death.  “I’m sure you could find a power-tool that would work just fine in the shop.  I really have to go turn off my war machine.  If I don’t, it’ll explode.” 
 
    He frowned at her, then down the hall at the stairs.  “Explode.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, baby.  Big ball of fire.  Kaboom.”  She spread her hands outward.  “You just can’t leave stuff like that unattended, even for a minute.  Might set the house on fire.” 
 
    He gave her a long look.  “I have sworn my sword to you by the laws of Bushidō.  I will manage your war-machines now.” 
 
    “Oh, uh, I know,” Bonnie said.  “I just need to go shut it off.  Was gonna lob some fire, but you stopped me right before I could get the hood open and start flinging the burning oil.” 
 
    He grimaced.  “There’s no need for that now.”   
 
    “Right,” she said, nodding.  “So let me just go shut it off before it hurts somebody, okay?” 
 
    He gave her a long look like he didn’t quite trust her, but then glanced at the stairs.  “I will come to the door to watch you.  And I warn you, girl, I am fast.” 
 
    Not as fast as a Dodge, she wagered. 
 
    But he nonetheless followed her down the stairs and stepped gingerly over the broken glass and out onto the front porch, eying her war machine with great trepidation.  He’s got experience with burning oil, she thought, with glee.  Then, like she was approaching a very dangerous beast, she took a deep breath, opened the door of her car, sat down in the seat.  
 
    On the porch, she watched the samurai’s hand tighten nervously around his sword. 
 
    Bonnie threw the Dodge in reverse, and peeled backwards out of the driveway, flinging gravel up onto the porch.  She saw just enough of his face to see him register surprise before she twisted in a 3-point turn, rammed the car into drive, spun the wheel, and hit the accelerator to the floor. 
 
    Turns out, she probably shouldn’t have hit the accelerator to the floor, because in gravel, she spent more time spinning her wheels than actually going anywhere, and a few seconds later, a samurai sword came down through her engine-block and her car gave a startled sputter and died. 
 
    Bonnie stared at the now-lifeless car, then at the sword, then slowly lifted her head to look at the scowling Japanese man on the other end of the blade.  Nonchalantly, he yanked his sword free, wiped boiling oil and engine grease from the blade using an ornate cloth, and slid it back into its sheath.  Then he walked around to her window, to lean down and look at her through the broken glass.  “So should it be the table or the rack?” 
 
    Bonnie cringed away from him. 
 
    He learned further against the doorframe and flicked a piece of broken safety-glass off of the open window.  Meeting her eyes, his gaze was deadly when he said, “Or maybe the beam and spreader-bar?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Bonnie whimpered. 
 
    “I told you I had a proposition for you, Bonnie Stanford.”  He sounded more than a little irritated.  “By now, even your mindless feminine nature should have understood I don’t intend to harm you.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at him.  “Who the hell are you calling mindless?” 
 
    He gestured at the Dodge Dart, which was even then beginning to send up little puffs of steam and smoke through the brand-new exhaust vent he’d created with his blade.  “I gave an oath of loyalty and you tried to run,” he growled.  “Do you know how shameful that is for me?” 
 
    “An oath of…”  Suddenly, Bonnie remembered fidgeting as he put his forehead to the floor at her feet.  “Dude, no.”  She swallowed, hard.  “Look, no offense, but you creep me the hell out.  And it’s not just ‘cause you’re naked and you ran down my car and put your sword through the engine-block.  Your eyes were glowing.  And you’re a guy.  I got a thing against guys.  They kinda make my stomach turn, okay?” 
 
    He gave her an amused grin.  “Oh?  Why’s that?” 
 
    Suddenly, she had a flash of a memory, very brief, of needing help with her Geometry homework one night when she was in middle school and opening her parents’ door to find her father’s naked hips thrusting against the rump of a helpless, sobbing woman, folded over an A-shaped frame that held her arms and legs in place.  “Oh fuck,” she whispered.  She remembered watching him yank those weird fangs out of her sides and bellowing at her to shut the door and come back when he ‘wasn’t busy.’  “Oh fuck,” she said again. 
 
    Masaaki squatted beside the car and gave her a considering look over the rim of the broken window.  “You’re pale.” 
 
    “I don’t feel so good,” she said softly, trying to force that memory back to the cellar from whence it had come.  Unfortunately, with the first memory wrenched to the surface in her parents’ suite, the mental room that she’d used to secure all those nasty occurrences had stubbornly reappeared in a visible corner of her mind, and she knew there were more where those two had come from.  A lot more. 
 
    Her shrink had told her this might happen.  That she’d had some weird, repressed memories of something, keeping her from wanting to get close to a guy.  The shrink had postulated that she’d been sexually molested as a child, and she had given Bonnie her card, saying that if any of those repressed memories ever ‘resurfaced,’ to call her immediately so they could talk about it. 
 
    Nope, sorry Nancy.  Just walked in on my parents a few times.  Noooo big deal. 
 
    “What’s wrong?”  The naked Japanese man started fumbling with the latch to her car door, sounding concerned. 
 
    “Oh God, just go away for a few minutes, okay?”  She pushed the locking button. 
 
    Masaaki hesitated, frowned at her, frowned at the button, and then she watched the cogs in his mind turn as he unlocked it. 
 
    Monkey-see, monkey-do, Bonnie thought, ridiculously.  She tensed as he worked the latch with a click and pulled the door carefully open, revealing his squatting, naked, muscular body on the other side.  Then the bands of metal on his arms and legs sparked a memory, and again, she was inundated with a flood of images she would have much rather left buried. 
 
    A girl, kneeling on the bathroom floor, wrists bound to her ankles, a leather leash draped over the towel-rack as her parents showered.  She’d turned to give Bonnie a terrified look over her shoulder through the steam filling the bathroom, her pupils shaped like barbells.  She’d had the stubby tips of horns growing from her temples.  She’d been utterly naked, and younger than Bonnie now, and there’d been a bowl placed on her knees under her chin, a small cut in her throat. 
 
    Dreams, Bonnie thought, horrified.  Those were dreams.  She’d even told her shrink some of her ‘dreams,’ further confirming her shrink’s assumption that they were some twisted mental reflection of some other horror, buried beneath. 
 
    Little did she know… Bonnie thought, ridiculously. 
 
    “I’m really sorry what they did to you,” Bonnie said.  “Really, really sorry.” 
 
    He continued to squat beside her in the gravel of the driveway, meeting her eyes.  After a moment, he made one of those dismissive Asian grunts and shrugged.  Then he bent and picked up a jagged piece of crushed granite and began rolling it over in his big fingers.  “You said you could get the collar off?” 
 
    Bonnie swallowed, hard.  Just the glow from his eyes had hurt… 
 
    Without looking at her, he said, “What better way to stop a vampire lord from claiming you than to have a full-blood yatagarasu as a manservant?”  It almost sounded like a plea. 
 
    Bonnie winced.  “Uh.” 
 
    Slowly, he looked up at her, tightening the stone into a fist.  “You’re unwilling to take it off.”  He didn’t sound surprised.  He sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly, watching her.  “It is because I had to chase you, isn’t it?” 
 
    “The glowy eyes didn’t help,” she squeaked, cringing into her seat. 
 
    He made another rough Japanese grunt.  “Eventually, you’ll learn to trust me, wan-ko.”  Then he sighed and dropped the stone.  “Until then, I will live with your decision.”  Like she had told him he would wear Nikes instead of Reebok.  He glanced over his shoulder toward the gravel road in the distance, which an old truck had just rumbled down.  Probably belonging to the drunk neighbor with the yard full of sled-dogs a few miles up the mountain.  Though Bonnie had never actually been on the property, she had seen the truck with the double-layered rows of dog kennels and had heard the dogs howling in unison on too many occasions to count. 
 
    “This is the twenty-first century,” Bonnie babbled.  “We don’t have manservants anymore.” 
 
    He twisted to face her again.  “You do.”  Like he was mentioning she had Leprechaun-red hair and creepy, pasty gray-white skin. 
 
    “Uhhhmm.”  Bonnie cleared her throat uncomfortably. 
 
    “So,” he said, picking glass pieces from the Dart’s floorboards, “now that you seem to be thinking straight again, what would you have me do?”  His eyes flickered to her face a moment before dropping to the glass again. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?  Clothe myself, find us food, drive my tantō through my belly…” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” Bonnie demanded. 
 
    He carefully picked up a square of glass from the running board and peered at it, turning it in the light.  Then he glanced up at the front window of the car, then back at the glass in his hand.  “A samurai without a daimyō is merely a rōnin.  An honorless criminal, not worth the dust he walks on.”  He took a deep breath, and she heard the tremor as he let it out.  “My last daimyō sold me to a Third Lander to pay his gambling debts.  I am hoping you will be different.” 
 
    “Daimyō?” 
 
    He continued picking at glass.  “Master.” 
 
    And then Bonnie remembered something she’d learned from that cranky old Japanese teacher, when he’d ranted about the honor of the samurai, and how present-day, ingrate American teenagers had the honor of diseased cockroaches in comparison.  How a samurai swore complete loyalty to his lord, and would do anything for him, including kill himself, happily, should the lord show the least disapproval. 
 
    “Oh fuck me,” Bonnie thought, seeing that tenseness in his shoulders, the anxiety in the man’s hesitation.  Then, even as his eyes were widening, and before he could take that as an invitation, she said, “You have to do what I say?” 
 
    He stiffened and his fingers stopped moving on the glass.  Very slowly, he looked up at her.  “My honor is stained enough that, to disobey so soon after making my oath, I will have to repair it with my sword.”  Very grudgingly, he said, “Though there is much more to being a daimyō that I will have to teach you, yes, at the crudest, most basic level, I do have to do what you say.” 
 
    Bonnie swallowed, hard.  “Are you serious?” 
 
    He gave her a flat Japanese stare.  “I am naked before you, still wearing the shackles of my previous imprisonment.”  He flicked the glass away.  “Do I have any reason to lie?” 
 
    “Odin’s balls,” Bonnie whispered. 
 
    “What would you have me do?” he repeated.  And there was desperation in his eyes, a need to have her agree to his service. 
 
    “Go inside,” she blurted.  “Go sit on the couch and watch TV or something.  Stay there until I come to get you.  Let me think.” 
 
    His face fell, and for a moment, she thought he would ignore her.  Then, grunting, he got to his feet, made a strange flat-backed bow, and walked back to the house. 
 
    Just like that.  After chasing her around the yard and house like a madman, he’d just walked off.  This could not be happening.  Bonnie stared at the door, which he shut behind him, then at the road.  She was pretty sure that if she wandered off now, he wouldn’t follow her. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 5: Honor 
 
    Masaaki picked a spot on the dark wooden floor in the center of the largest room and knelt, then sat on his ankles in seiza. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, he picked up his tantō from where it lay beside his leg and carefully set it out in front of him.  He had known, the moment she told him to go back into the house, that she would take the opportunity to flee.  She was young, untrained, and he’d scared her.  He’d been so desperate to swear his service to this honorable creature of the night—the first one he’d met in almost seven hundred years—that his passions had overwhelmed his control and she’d triggered the hikari for the first time in as long as he could remember.  Twice.   
 
    So many times, strapped to his captors’ cruel devices, Masaaki had wished for the hikari to rise within him, so he could at least give them a taste of the pain that they delighted in giving him.  Yet for centuries, nothing.  No matter his anger, or his fear, the ensorcelled steel kept it at bay. 
 
    Then, twice in one night, the hikari had risen despite the constraints of the collar, and he had scared and hurt the one who had freed him.  The ancestors were playing a cruel joke, offering him this new life to repair his honor, then yanking away his control so he frightened her away. 
 
    Ducking his head, hands on his thighs, Masaaki looked down at his tantō.  It would be difficult for a yatagarasu to seppuku, but the vampires’ house had been filled with heavy black curtains and he had picked a dark spot on the floor, where the light of the sun should not penetrate.  Dying, then, would only be a matter of time.  Time, and honor.  Whether he would be able to keep himself from crawling out of the darkness to greet the dawn, however, was a nagging worry that Masaaki had been dreading since becoming samurai.   
 
    For others, once that first thrust was made, the cold steel entering the stomach, slicing against the spine, there was no going back.  From that point, they would either die with honor, or without it.  For Masaaki, all he had to do to survive was find a source of light.  The temptation to survive disturbed him.  All those centuries, he had wanted to live.  One of the very core tenants of Bushidō—the true warrior’s purpose was to die for his master, and, as such, had no need or desire to live.  To choose life, Bushidō taught, was the way of a coward. 
 
    And Masaaki had begged for life.  Many times. 
 
    Yes, it would have to be the jūmonji giri.  The cross-shaped cut.  With his latest daimyō abandoning him rather than stand his presence, nothing less would ease that shame. 
 
    Masaaki waited until the light of dawn had just begun to rise on the horizon, his knees going numb on the hardwood floor.  The longer he waited, the more he cursed his decision to make a woman—a mere girl—his daimyō.  Women did not have the resilience of mind necessary to properly understand the finer aspects of honor and respect, courage or loyalty.  Four of the seven core virtues of Bushidō, so core to a daimyō’s existence, and yet so impossible for a woman to understand.  He had been such a fool to hope.  He had seen in this vampire queen that one shining, breathtaking virtue—benevolence—and had forgot all else.  But of course a woman was benevolent.  It was the feminine nature.  Any woman would have freed him in her place.  He had sworn the oath of fealty to a woman simply because she was a woman.  That disturbed him greatly. 
 
    He had tried to make a woman a daimyō.  It was ridiculous.  That she had run from him, at the very least, should have told him she didn’t have the courage to be commander and killer of men.  Yet he had done it anyway, out of desperation to not be rōnin, to regain some of the honor he had lost.  Yet, in doing so, he had only made it worse.  She had abandoned him.  Shunned his service.  Left him without a master. 
 
    Then, knowing that the vampire queen was certainly not coming back with the sunlight, Masaaki reached for the tantō.  He would not be able to write his death poem, but as an abandoned rōnin kneeling in a vampire’s home, he doubted anyone would read it, anyway. 
 
    He had just unsheathed the tantō to begin the jūmonji giri when he heard a sound on the front steps.  He hesitated, frowning.  Footsteps, crossing the deck.  A moment later, he heard a latch click and the front door slid open. 
 
    The vampire stepped almost timidly into the room, the pupils of her yellow eyes dilating until all he could see was black.  When she located him, kneeling on the floor, she bit her lip and pushed the door shut behind her.  “Uh,” she said, looking down at the handful of tools she carried with her.  “I went out to the shop and got some stuff to try.  I forgot to bring an extension cord, though, so we’ll have to do this over by a wall.” 
 
    Very slowly, Masaaki put the tantō down.  Uncomprehending, he eyed her armful of equipment warily.  “Do what, exactly?” 
 
    She glanced at him and swallowed.  “Um.  One of these should probably do it.  It’s probably gonna hurt like hell, though.  It looks pretty tight.”  She gestured in his direction. 
 
    Masaaki turned to figure out what she was looking at.  “What’s tight?” 
 
    “That…uh…collar.” 
 
    Instantly, Masaaki’s heart took a startled leap.  “I thought you were afraid to remove it.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, Odin hates a coward.”  She took a few steps toward him, then, with a moment of hesitation, stepped past him, setting down her burdens down at the wall.  Masaaki got slowly out of his seiza and stared at her, stunned. 
 
    She picked up something with a disc of stone on one end.  “This should probably do it.  But like I said.  It’s probably gonna hurt.  That much friction…things get red-hot, and I’ll have to be really careful not to break through the metal and hit your neck.  That would be…uh…the end of your neck.” 
 
    Masaaki’s heart was beginning to pound like a drum.  “Anything.  I can endure anything to get it off.”  He padded up to her and knelt beside her, soaking in every aspect of the thing that was about to be his freedom. 
 
    “Okay, uh.”  She swallowed and pulled a rag from the jumbled mess.  “I need you to tuck that between your neck at the collar, if you can.” 
 
    With shaking fingers, Masaaki took the cloth and did as he was asked, tightening the metal uncomfortably against his neck. 
 
    “Okay.  Um.  Can you, um, lie down?  With the side with the cloth facing me?” 
 
    Numbly, feeling like his chest was going to explode, Masaaki did as he was bid, on his back, chin up. 
 
    “All right, now I’m gonna plug this thing in and it’s gonna spin and make a lot of noise, so don’t panic, okay?” 
 
    “I won’t panic,” Masaaki whispered up at her. 
 
    “You’re crying.” 
 
    “I’m not panicking.” 
 
    She met his eyes for a moment, then grunted.  “Okay.  Here goes.”  She took a cable from one end of the device and plugged it into a three small holes in the wall.  Then she squeezed a button and his whole body tensed at the strange whirring sound. 
 
    Then she leaned over him and lowered it to his throat.  Immediately, Masaaki felt the pressure against the cloth as the thing started howling at the enchanted steel, kicking hot sparks down along his body.  Masaaki flinched, but did not complain.  He would endure anything to have it off.  Anything. 
 
    “It’s working!” she called, obviously excited.  “It’s gonna take a few minutes, but I’m getting it.” 
 
    Because he couldn’t find the words to respond, Masaaki only nodded, fisting his hands on the walnut beneath him. 
 
    Indeed, it took several minutes, but eventually, the metal roar changed pitches and she straightened above him.  “Okay, we need to wait for that to cool, then pull out the cloth and move it to the other side so I can make another cut.  Give it like…ten minutes?” 
 
    Masaaki reached up for the cloth. 
 
    “Wait!” she cried, reaching for his hand.  “It’s going to be—” 
 
    He yanked the cloth out, twisted the steel around until the superheated metal was searing the back of his neck, then tucked the cloth back into it.  “Cut it.” 
 
    “—hot.”  Blinking down at him as if he’d just grown horns, she said, “It wasn’t hot?” 
 
    “It’s blistering my skin.  Cut it.” 
 
    It was a good thing that she switched the device back on, because at that moment, Masaaki would have taken it from her and done it himself.  When she lowered it back to the ensorcelled steel, he felt hot tears rolling down his cheeks.  He endured the heat in the back of his neck and the sharp bite of the sparks as if they were happening in a memory.  All he felt was the pressure against his neck, the way the collar was vibrating against his skin. 
 
    Then the tool punctured through.  Before she had shut off the device, Masaaki reached up, grabbed the metal on either side of the collar, and tugged it apart, then hurled it across the room. 
 
    As soon as it left his skin, he felt the power of his hikari return in a flood.  Like an ocean of living dust, pulsing, bouncing, all awaiting his redistribution. 
 
    For her part, the vampire was shying away from him, hunching closer to the floor. 
 
    Before she could get out of reach, Masaaki grabbed her silvery hand, pulled it out, and dipped his forehead to it.  Still holding her slender fingers, he got to his knees, knelt in seiza, and bowed over her, touching her cool and sweaty fingers to his brow. 
 
    “Um,” she said, sounding timid, “I guess the shackles, next?” 
 
    He couldn’t reply.  He just held her in gratitude, unable to speak. 
 
    “Um…”  She looked like a deer with its leg caught in the mouth of a bear.  “You said your name was Masaaki?” 
 
    Masaaki hadn’t realized he was weeping until he saw the puddle of tears under his face, staining the walnut.  He took a shuddering breath, closed his eyes again, and let himself cry.  So many good things had happened to him this day.  So many wonderful, blessedly good things.  “Please let this be true,” he said softly to her fingers.  “Not a dream.  Please not a dream.” 
 
    “Um…dude?  You’re getting snot on my fingers.” 
 
    Masaaki laughed, despite himself, and released her hand.  “I suppose I was.” 
 
    “Ewwww.”  She scrunched he face at the liquids coating her skin, then started vigorously wiping it on a pant leg.  “You gonna do that every time?” 
 
    Masaaki grinned at her.  “No, wan-ko.  That’s all I needed.”  He then started down-forming into his crow-form, and the huge metal bands simply slid from his limbs to rattle on the floor.  Free, Masaaki thought, still not believing it.  I’m free. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, looking down at him as he hopped out of the metal rings and up onto her leg.  “I gotta admit.  That’s actually kinda cool.” 
 
    Masaaki spread his wings and launched himself out over the polished walnut floorboards, careened around the brass-filled room, then came to a fluttering halt on her shoulder, almost tipping over and spilling down her front.  Yes, he was rusty as hell.  But at least he hadn’t forgotten how. 
 
    The vampire reached up timidly to his feet with a hand, and Masaaki stepped out onto her knuckles obligingly.  She pulled him out until they were looking at each other, at eye-level, and he watched her gaze shift to the red marking upon his chest.  “Is that why they call you a three-legged crow?” she asked, reaching out to touch the brilliant crimson feathers that formed the shape of a pitchfork amidst the shimmery green-black of the rest of him.  Masaaki grabbed her finger with a foot and climbed onto her other arm, making her giggle.   
 
    A little burst of happiness spread through him at the sound, and he suddenly felt compelled to play with her.  He worked his way sideways up her arm, picked his way along her shoulder, across her back, over her other shoulder, then leaned forward and looked her in the eye in that all-too-intense look of a hungry bird, making her squeal with delight. 
 
    He then walked down her other arm to her fist, spread his wings and ducked in a bow.  
 
    “You’re cute,” she said, grinning. 
 
    Cute, eh?  Wings spread, he hopped onto her head. 
 
    “Hey now,” she giggled.  “My parents let me have a parrot, for a while.  I know what you guys do up there.” 
 
    Masaaki jumped down and upformed mid-fall, laughing.  “Do you, now.” 
 
    Her smile disappeared as suddenly as it had come and Masaaki’s chest suddenly ached with a pang of disappointment.  He had enjoyed her lack of fear of him.  Apparently, his new daimyō found his bird-form less threatening.  Instantly, Masaaki wanted to go back. 
 
    Clearing her throat, Bonnie turned to inspect a few bits of metal shavings that were dusting the floor.  “We need to get you some clothes,” she said.  Carefully avoiding looking at him, she reached out and grabbed the fanny pack from amidst the shavings, unzipping it.  She pulled out a note, frowned as she skimmed it, then, before she could have possibly read it all, wadded it up and thew it aside.  She looked pale.  “Instructions on how to eat you without killing you,” she said, swallowing hard, still not looking at him. 
 
    My nakedness truly bothers her, Masaaki thought, surprised. 
 
    Masaaki glanced down at himself.  He vaguely remembered codes of conduct regarding when and how to wear clothes, though he’d been unclothed for so long that his nakedness was no longer noticeable to him.  “You are afraid of men without clothes?”  That seemed silly, considering what she was. 
 
    She licked her lips.  “Well, it’s not just men, but yeah.  My shrink calls it a phobia.  I think I saw a grand total of maybe fifteen naked people before this, and it was when I did stupid stuff, like accidentally do a Google search without the filter on.”  She cleared her throat uncomfortably.  “Or walked in on my parents.” 
 
    “Oh.”  Masaaki would have happily downformed back to the Three-Legged-Crow to see that smile again.  Unfortunately, he had no way to carry the three swords of his daishō in bird-form, and while it was easy to make vampires scream with a strong hikari, it was easier to kill them by cutting off their heads.  “I need a kimono,” he said.   
 
    “Um, no.” 
 
    He frowned at her.  “No?” 
 
    “Uh.  Around here, you wear stuff like T-shirts and blue jeans.  You wear a kimono and people are gonna look at you funny.” 
 
    “Let them,” Masaaki said.  “I am samurai.  I don’t concern myself with the expectations of the peasantry.” 
 
    “How about the expectations of the United States Government, when they see you walking around with antique swords and a martial arts uniform and decide you’ve gotta register as a deadly weapon?” 
 
    “I am a deadly weapon.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes.  “Fine, dude.  You can wear a kimono.  I’ll order you one off eBay, then you can strut around in a man-skirt all you want.” 
 
    It took him a moment to realize what she was talking about.  “Man-skirt?  You mean a hakama?  Is that what they call it, here?” 
 
    “What, the funky pleated baggy pants that the kendo guys wear?  Yeah.  Totally a man-skirt.” 
 
    “Hmm, okay.  When you call your seamstress, tell her to bring extra cloth.  I will need several man-skirts, at least three kimonos, an obi, a couple changes of tabi, at least two sets of zōri—” 
 
    “Seamstress?”  She gave him a look like she didn’t even know what the word meant.  “You mean a tailor?  Somebody who fixes hems and stuff?” 
 
    He frowned.  “Someone who makes your clothes for you.”  He gestured at the elaborate mansion around him.  “Surely you can afford someone to make your clothes for you.” 
 
    She blushed and glanced at the house as if it hadn’t occurred to her.  “Well, I guess I could.  I know where my parents keep their cash.  Huge wads of it.  A room of cash.  You ever heard of anything like that before?  I think the fuckers liked to go swim in it, like on that show with the ducks.” 
 
    Masaaki nodded, having no idea what cash, was, or why anyone would want wads of it, or what duck had to do with the conversation.  “Are you hungry?” he asked, cocking his head at her in his confusion. 
 
    She blinked at him like a macaque working an abacus.  “A little?” 
 
    He grunted.  “Where do you keep your ducks?” 
 
    “Uummm.  My parents didn’t like pets.  Even my parrot disappeared, when I was gone at school.” 
 
    “You eat parrots here?”  He had known his daimyō was wealthy, but not that wealthy.  He peered at her, feeling there was definitely something missing from their conversation, and, judging by the puzzled look on her face, she was feeling the same.  Shaking his head, he decided to go back to the original conversation.  “I will want kimono, several hakama, tabi, obi, zōri.”  Then he paused, having struggled for the last five hours to find the courage to say what came next.  “I also want a taste of your blood.” 
 
    She was nodding at each item he listed until he reached the last one, at which she flinched and jerked away from him.  “Excuse me?” 
 
    Drinking the blood of a queen was the only way one could become immune to her, should she ever decide to sink her fangs into him.  “You want to feed from me.  Fine.  But I require that boon first.” 
 
    Looking startled, she said, “Why?” 
 
    He gave her a wary look.  “Those who survive the kiss of a queen before she has made them an offering of her blood become her thralls and soldiers.  Forever.” 
 
    She laughed.  “What, like mind-control?” 
 
    “Exactly, yes.  Control of the mind.” 
 
    She gave him a flat look.  “Please tell me you’re kidding.” 
 
    “I’ll need to take the blood from a specific place on your wrist.” 
 
    He watched her cringe and fist her hands, drawing them away from him.  “Uh, how about we just can the blood-drinking and call it even.” 
 
    “I’ll be gentle,” Masaaki promised her.  “And then I’ll allow you your first taste of yatagarasu, if you wish.  Just blood, mind you.  I’m not quite…ready…for your fangs, yet.”  Just the idea left him shuddering inside, remembering how many times they’d been thrust into his body during some new torment, reaping his pain and terror like sponges soaking up water. 
 
    “Um,” she said softly, “that yatagusu thing…  That means I could walk in the sun?  If I drank your blood?” 
 
    “Yatagarasu.  And yes.  At least for a couple hours.”   
 
    She swallowed hard.  “My parents said that drinking your blood would, uh, change my metabolism.” 
 
    “I’ll just be giving you a taste, at first.”  He was beginning to dance on dangerous terrain, honor-wise, but the girl would have to awaken and learn to control herself sooner or later, and it was better if she learned on Masaaki, who could defend himself, than on some poor boy she met in the park.  He also got the idea that if he told her exactly what he planned to do—and what would happen to her when he did—she would run from him again. 
 
    But she glanced over at the huge, thick curtains and the rim of morning sunlight just now beginning to bounce off the inside of the curtains, hitting the wall.  “Okay,” she said, with painful innocence.  “But we need to find you some clothes first, ‘cause you are really starting to creep me out.  I’m gonna grab you some of my dad’s stuff until we can find you something of your own, okay?” 
 
    Masaaki glanced down at himself again.  “I have nothing to hide from you, daimyō.”  He had meant it as a soothing means of telling her that, after centuries of being stripped bare in both body and mind, there was nothing more genuine than the naked form.  It was one of the few beneficial things that the vampires had done for him.  As a samurai, a man’s status had been largely based upon what he wore.  His clothing and his self-esteem had been one in the same, and he had truly thought that the cut and the weave of the cloth made the man. 
 
    Now, after centuries without, seeing naked slaves die with more honor than any shogun, he knew that it wasn’t the cloth at all. 
 
    His daimyō turned bright crimson and she bit her lip.  “I wasn’t kidding, earlier.  I really don’t like to see people naked.”   
 
    He crossed his arms stubbornly.  Of the horrible things that the vampires had done to him, nakedness was one of the few things he embraced as a positive result of his captivity.  To Masaaki, nakedness had come to mean innocence and purity, because even when they were feeding, the vampires were rarely completely naked.  To Bonnie, he said, “I haven’t worn clothes except a few times in seven centuries.  I imagine that, after all this time, I’ll find them uncomfortable.  Especially the tight, constrictive things that I saw your father wearing, whenever I saw him clothed.”   
 
    “My dad was about your size,” she muttered.  “He’d at least have some jeans that would fit.” 
 
    Then he cocked his head at her.  “There’s also the fact I’d simply rather not wear your father’s clothes.” 
 
    She flushed again.  “Oh.” 
 
    He gestured at himself.  “Like I said.  I have nothing to hide from you.  There’s nothing shameful in it, and I don’t mind if you look.”  He would dress if she forced the issue, of course, but at the moment, he would rather not spend his first day of freedom looking like the vampire that had violated every part of his body in every conceivable way.  “I pledged my service to you, little wan-ko.  My body is your body.” 
 
    She blushed like an apple and got to her feet.  “Okay.  I’ll get you a towel.” 
 
    Masaaki sighed, deeply, but his attention sharpened when she came back with a towel in one hand—and a small paring knife and a glass in the other.   She offered him the towel, and he distractedly wrapped the cloth around his hips, eyes fixed on the glass.  It was the same kind he had seen her parents sip from, too many times before, and it unnerved him enough he found it difficult to speak. 
 
    “So.”  She swallowed hard, looking down at the tiny knife.  “Um…”  She held them out with obvious reluctance.  “Just please don’t kill me, okay?”  She made a nervous sound. 
 
    Seeing she wasn’t going to try and order him to let her bleed him, Masaaki relaxed somewhat and, taking the tools, sent them gently aside.  “I don’t need a glass, wan-ko.   
 
    She peered at him like this was the point at which he told her oh, by the way, he was really a vampire lord, and welcome to his dungeon. 
 
    Before she could change her flighty female mind, Masaaki went and retrieved his tantō. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6: First Blood 
 
    He didn’t need a glass?  Why the hell not?  And why was the towel-wrapped naked dude just leaving her and walking across the room and ducking to pick up— 
 
    A sword.  Seeing the foot-long length of gleaming, rippling steel, realizing he intended to use it on her, Bonnie made a startled cry and stepped backwards.  “Oh hell no!” 
 
    The samurai laughed.  “I have more precision with this blade than a fishmonger with a salmon.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Bonnie blurted.  “That thing’s like a foot long.”  She started backing away from him glancing at the front door, then realized that sun was coming through the front door, and she was so screwed.  She was, quite thoroughly, trapped in a house with a naked bird-dude who looked like he fully intended to stab her with a sword.  For the next, oh, sixteen hours. 
 
    He was giving her a flat look.  “It’s also razor-sharp, enchanted steel forged by a master.  It will work much better than a paring knife.” 
 
    “Paring knives are small,” Bonnie managed. 
 
    “A tantō is small,” he retorted. 
 
    “Ummm.”  She glanced up the staircase, thinking that yes, maybe she could spend the rest of the day locked in her parents’ suite, clutching an elephant gun. 
 
    “Calm, wan-ko.” 
 
    “I’m calm,” Bonnie lied.  “I’m just having serious second thoughts.”  She started inching towards the stairs. 
 
    Then he moved a foot forward and, like a dart of light, he was suddenly there, gripping her hand by the palm, his eyes glowing white-gold, like twin stars. 
 
    “Odin’s balls!” Bonnie cried, jerking startledly away from him, but finding herself already caught firmly by his grip on her hand.  “Ow, ow, ow!” she babbled, cringing away from the sudden, painful light emanating from his skull. 
 
    He winced and quickly turned his head to the side, the light hitting the wall instead of her face.  To the wall, he said, “I forgot I’m much faster with my hikari freed.  I’m sorry.  I just didn’t want you to run again.  I’d rather not face whatever magics you have upstairs a second time.  The first almost unmanned me.” 
 
    Meaning no elephant gun for Bonita-Maxine. 
 
    “Okay, I can handle that,” Bonnie said.  “No boomstick.  Got it.  How about you let go of my hand, put your sword away, and you can have one half of the house and I have the other?  We could be like roomies or something.  Only cross paths in the kitchen.” 
 
    “If I am to be your man, then there is something I must first do, for both of our sakes,” the towel-wearing creep said.  “Please don’t fight me with this.” 
 
    A little record-screech halted all momentum of her brain, and all Bonnie could think was…  If he was to be her man? 
 
    “I am so not interested!” she cried, yanking on her hand.  “If I go for a guy, it’s gonna be a skinny geek with a high IQ who never goes anywhere without his tighty-whiteys, not some huge Asian dude who runs around naked with a couple of swords.”  When he continued to hold onto her stubbornly, she pulled a foot back to kick him.  Seeing that, Masaaki’s eyes narrowed, and Bonnie found herself wondering what happened when a dumbass city-brat kicked a samurai.  She slowly put her foot back to the floor. 
 
    “Wise choice,” he said curtly. 
 
    “I had a feeling it was,” she croaked, reddening.  Yes, she decided, by the look on his face.  Very wise choice. 
 
    He gave her a long, hard look.  “I get the last part of what you said.  But what is a geek, what is IQ, and what is tighty-whiteys?  And go for him why?” 
 
    “Ummmm,” Bonnie said, acutely aware of just how close his big body was to her, naked but for a towel.  With the towel in place, it was actually making her heart thump harder.  “Geeks aren’t very dangerous,” she managed.  “They’re men who play lots of games and are smart and don’t run around with swords stabbing people and my favorite Dodge Darts.”   
 
    “Then they are not men.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes up at him.  “IQ is how they measure how smart someone is.  And tighty-whiteys are what hold your junk.” 
 
    “Junk?” 
 
    “You know, your peewee.” 
 
    “Peewee?” 
 
    “I am not explaining the birds and the bees to you!” she managed.  “Hell, you’ve probably got tons more experience with that crap than I do, anyway.  Let go of my hand.” 
 
    “Go for geeks how?” he demanded, still holding her hand.  “You want me to kill someone, daimyō?” 
 
    “No!” she cried.  “You know, go for them.  Get attracted to them.  Want to get laid by them.” 
 
    “Laid?” 
 
    Bonnie jabbed her finger into his meaty chest.  “Laid.  As in ‘lay down.’  What happens when two people ‘lay down,’ my naked samurai friend?” 
 
    “They sleep?” 
 
    Bonnie’s mouth fell open and she was just about to kick him anyway when he grinned.  “Joking.” 
 
    She muttered under her breath and glared at the wall. 
 
    “Laid, eh?” he was watching her with a grin.  “You would choose a ‘geek’ as your consort, rather than a samurai?” 
 
    Seeing that smile, Bonnie’s heart gave an extra couple thumps before she quickly thought of something else.  “For your information, I’m so totally not interested it’s not even funny.  My shrink says I’ve got all the signs of asexuality.  And before you ask, that just means I’m not interested.  Naked people make me ill.  Got it?” 
 
    “For your information, wan-ko, I already pledged my service.  I’d be happy to share your bed, if you needed it.” 
 
    “O-kay!” she cried, “We’re done.  Conversation over.  I’ll find you a nice little condo in Eagle River and dress you up in a pretty kimono and man-skirt and take you out to meet girls and send you off to live a really happy life now let go of my hand.”  She stomped her foot on the hardwood floor to make her point. 
 
    He didn’t let go of her hand.  “You are refusing my service?”  His eyes had gone dark, ominous.  There was no mistaking that something Very Bad would happen if she said, ‘Yes, go take a flying fuck off a cliff, I don’t want your naked ass around me anymore.’ 
 
    “Ummm.”   
 
    He leaned closer, until their noses were almost touching.  “Do you know what happens to daimyō who do a samurai the dishonor of refusing his service?” 
 
    Bonnie swallowed, hard.  “They…kill…them?” 
 
    For some time, he merely scowled down at her, the picture of Death Incarnate.  Then a slow grin spread across his face.  “Well, not really.  Usually the samurai will seppuku.  We don’t like being without a daimyō.  Very shameful.”   
 
    It took Bonnie a startled minute to realize he’d been playing with her.  The dirty look, the dangerous tone, the looming forward…all calculated to make her squirm.  “You jerk!” she cried, shoving him away from her.  She accomplished nothing more than squishing her fingers against the meat of his chest, because he was about as solid as a brick wall. 
 
    He chuckled.  “Naked people make you ill, huh?” 
 
    Bonnie froze.  “Ummm…” 
 
    “We’ll have to fix that.  After we get you walking in the sun.  You’ve never seen anything so beautiful as a sunset, wan-ko.” 
 
    Bonnie had seen pictures of sunsets.  Her breath caught at the idea of being able to see one in person.  “Um.” 
 
    “So,” the samurai said, “since I’m probably the only yatagarasu that you’re likely to meet in this lifetime, and since I’m certainly not giving you my blood before I’ve become immunized to your charms, will you please let me nick your wrist and have a taste?”  He held up his gigantic knife for her inspection and cocked his head, waiting.  “After all.  I’ll only ask once.  From then on, I’ll be the one feeding you.” 
 
    Bonnie swallowed hard at the word ‘feeding.’  “You know,” she said, “I thought about it and I’m not really sure I need to—” 
 
    “Sit down, wan-ko.”  This time, it wasn’t a question.  He started kneeling in front of her, giving her the option of dropping to the floor with him or losing an arm.  “I cannot serve you without the exchange.  Too dangerous.  If you were to awaken and feed…”  He shook his head.  “Come on.  I’ll make it quick.” 
 
    “I don’t really want you to make it quick,” Bonnie muttered, eyes fixed to the huge blade as she sank to her knees with him.  Then, as he bent her fingers back, making the tendons stand out in her wrist, she blurted, “Why do you have to do this?” 
 
    He sighed.  “Because you might awaken and feed on me before I can stop you.” 
 
    “Which would give me mind-control?” she demanded. 
 
    “From what I understand, it’s like falling in love, but obsessed, and willing to do anything you’re told.  I’m not sure.  I never fed a virgin queen, and I don’t intend to find out.” 
 
    Which meant…what?  He’d feed her when she wasn’t a virgin queen?  Nope, Bonnie did not like the sound of that.  “You know,” she said, “my parents just love to play cruel jokes, and I’m pretty sure they’re still alive and they’re gonna be home any minute, so you should probably get some clothes on and get out of here.” 
 
    Masaaki’s eyes narrowed.  “If they come, I will kill them.” 
 
    And, Bonnie realized, he was dead serious. 
 
    But then he followed that up with, “They didn’t expect to live, wan-ko.  They engaged in an orgy of blood and pain before they left.  They soaked up the death-energies of dozens.  They knew they were going to die.”  He lifted his sword and put the cold tip of the blade against the ultra-sensitive skin of her wrist.  Then he hesitated.  “May I, daimyō?” 
 
    Bonnie was afraid to even breathe.  She had seen how sharp those weapons were, when her father had decided to spend a day slicing open melons—or when a naked dude had driven his katana through her crankshaft.  Looking up, she met Masaaki’s eyes, and saw the anxiety there.   
 
    “Dude,” Bonnie managed, “What if the blade nicks an artery or something?  Do you even know how to call 9-1-1?” 
 
    “Who is that?” 
 
    Of course he didn’t.  Bonnie licked her lips and looked down at the sword kissing her skin. 
 
    “I’m not going to cut deep, Bonnie Stanford.” 
 
    “If I told you no, right now, would you back off?” 
 
    He grimaced, but said, “Yes.” 
 
    “Okay, back off.” 
 
    Grimacing, he dropped her hand. 
 
    Scowling at him, Bonnie decided to test a theory.  “Give me your arm.” 
 
    He frowned at her.  “Why?” 
 
    She held out her hand impatiently.  “Give.” 
 
    Reluctantly, he held out his thick, sun-kissed arm. 
 
    Bonnie took it, then pulled it closer and leaned down, opening her mouth and settling her teeth against the skin of his wrist.  Above her, he tensed, but didn’t try to pull away.  Bonnie increased the pressure a little bit, seeing when he would fold. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked, after a minute.  He was watching her with a puzzled expression, like someone trying to figure out the motivations of a deranged chipmunk. 
 
    Bonnie blushed.  “Uh,” she said, dropping his arm.  “You wanna shove a katana through my arm.  I just was seeing if you trusted me not to feed.” 
 
    His frown eased with a grin of understanding.  “That’s not how you feed, wan-ko.”  He lifted the knife with obvious respect.  “And it’s not a katana.  It’s a tantō.” 
 
    Bonnie sighed.  “Fine.  Tantō.”  Grunting, she held out her left arm.  “Do it.  But if you kill me, I’ll make you regret it.” 
 
    Masaaki raised a brow at her.  “Oh?  How?” 
 
    “It’s an eerie vampire powers thing.” 
 
    He grinned and took her arm gently.  “All right.  I’m going to explain this to you carefully before I do anything, so your delicate feminine nature doesn’t take hold of your senses again.” 
 
    Bonnie narrowed her eyes.  “What delicate feminine nature?” 
 
    But he continued with, “Inside each wrist of a vampire are their kiba, which they use to suck out the blood and life-essence of their victims, as well as any major emotional energies that the victim is feeling at the time.  They’re buried rather deep.  But in a queen, between the kiba and the skin of the wrist is a small black sac.  It is filled with a silver substance that glows.  I will be cutting open the sac and drinking of it.” 
 
    Bonnie made a face.  “Okay, that’s really gross.” 
 
    “Now, I’m going to give you a choice,” Masaaki continued.  “I can empty and destroy both sacs, and make you rather useless to those vampires that come hunting you, or I can just nick the one and let it heal after.  I only need the one.  If we’re talking about your safety, however, I would suggest letting me destroy both.” 
 
    “Um,” Bonnie said.  “Right now, I’m still trying to get over the fact you’re about to cut open my wrist with a sword, so how about we just stick to not destroying anything, okay?” 
 
    Masaaki met her eyes, then sighed.  “Fine.”  Then he made a sudden twist with his sword and Bonnie jumped as her skin slid open, a whole inch of it, exposing a pulsing black blob underneath. 
 
    “Oh my fuck,” Bonnie gasped, knowing that the little black blob wasn’t in the Human Anatomy books she was taking for her nursing classes.  …and that she probably needed to call an ambulance.  Blood was already welling into the throbbing open wound, obscuring the pulsing black membrane.  As she squirmed, Masaaki slid the tip of the tantō into the little black sac, making silver luminescent silver liquid seep out from the puncture when he retrieved it.   
 
    “Stay there,” the samurai said, releasing her to stare at the silver-oozing growth in her arm in horror.  He quickly got up and went and retrieved the glass.  Quickly returning to a kneeling position in front of her, put the glass on the floor between them. 
 
    Then Masaaki was putting his tantō down and, grabbing her fingers again, bent them backwards, exposing more of the black growth.  Then he was reaching into her wrist with his fingers… 
 
    “Eww!” Bonnie cried, “oh God, that is so not sterilized.  Let go let go!” 
 
    “Calm, wan-ko,” he said.  He said it softly, almost reverently.  He touched the punctured little black blob, about the size of a shelled walnut, pushed it up with his thumb, tipped her hand sideways, and pinched it between thumb and forearm. 
 
    Silver liquid spurted into the glass, followed by a dribble of blood. 
 
    “Gross!” Bonnie howled, as he released it, shriveled and deflated, back into her wrist.  “Oh gross, gross.” 
 
    “Calm,” he whispered.  He released her hand, and Bonnie immediately slapped her hand over her wounded wrist.  
 
    She saw a couple tablespoons of glowing silver sloshing in the base of the glass as he lifted it from the floor.  Meeting her eyes, he took a deep breath.  Then, obviously steeling himself, he raised the glass to his lips and drained it.  She saw the shimmering silver liquid hit his tongue before he closed his mouth and swallowed, lips twisted in bitterness. 
 
    Bonnie was still staring after he thrust both of his fists into the floor beside his knees, grunting as he doubled over.  “Hiiiiaaaaaaaa!” he screamed, pounding the floor again. 
 
    “My wrist is bleeding,” Bonnie managed, looking at the blood dribbling out from under her hand.  “Pretty bad.” 
 
    The man started panting, his whole body rocking with the violence of his breaths.  He pounded the floor several more times, eyes shut, his face turning red, tendons standing out in his neck. 
 
    “Uh,” Bonnie managed.  “Are you okay?” 
 
    He continued to pant at the floor, bent over his knees, fists pressing against the walnut, big shoulders straining with the pressure he was applying. 
 
    “Masaaki?” she said tentatively.  “You gonna be okay?” 
 
    He gave a slow nod of his head, though his fists were white and he was shaking all over. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll go call an ambulance.”  Bonnie got quickly to her feet.  She winced, thinking about how she was going to explain this one to the paramedics.  Oh, I was just cutting my wrists open to see what was inside.  And totally don’t mind that black pouch-thingie.  I was born with it… 
 
    Masaaki’s hand darted out and grabbed her leg, stopping her.  “Stay,” he gasped. 
 
    “Dude, I’m bleeding!” she cried.  “You cut open my wrist.” 
 
    “Sit down!” he bellowed.  “I’ll feed you in a moment, wan-ko.”  He yanked her forward, sprawling her back on her knees in front of him. 
 
    Feed her?  “I’m not hungry, dumbass,” she snapped, angry, now.  “I’m bleeding.” 
 
    He didn’t release her leg.  He just continued panting, teeth gritted, a low groan coming from deep in his chest. 
 
    “I said let go.”  People died from blood loss.  All the time.   
 
    He ignored her.  Just kept panting and whining and pounding his other fist in the floor. 
 
    “You are really starting to piss me off!” Bonnie cried, beating his forearm with the fist of her wounded arm. 
 
    He looked at her, then, and his pale yellow eyes were streaked with silver.  “Calm.”   
 
    Bonnie shied away from the light of his gaze.  “Okay, dude.  Sure.  Whatever.  I’ll just quietly curl up into a ball here and die.  Just stop blasting me with your laser-vision, okay?” 
 
    He grunted and looked back at the floor. 
 
    Stupid Japanese, Bonnie thought.  She was bleeding to death and he probably expected her to do something manly and hardcore, like suck it up, maybe put a Band-Aid on it, maybe rub a little dirt into it and pepper it with broken glass.   
 
    “Calm,” he growled, not even looking at her. 
 
    “How the hell do you know whether or not I’m calm?!” she demanded. 
 
    Then he glanced at her again, and she saw that the normal brown of his irises were now striated with a very light silver.  Not glowing, but definitely not normal, either.  “Because you’re breathing, wan-ko.”   
 
    She glared at him, getting the distinct feeling it wasn’t because she was hyperventilating, but because she was alive.  “That’s not nice.” 
 
    He held out a bloody hand.  “Give me your wrist.” 
 
    “No way,” she said, twisting to put her wrists as far out of reach as possible. 
 
    Grunting, he leaned forward, took her other arm, and pried her hand away from her wound.  Then he just stared at it like someone studying a viper.  She saw what looked like a flash of panic on his face.  Then he closed his eyes and started taking slow, even breaths. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing?!” Bonnie cried, when he wouldn’t let her put her hand back to her wrist, and just continued to…meditate?  “I’m bleeding to death!”  She started to get back to her feet. 
 
    He tugged her easily back down.  “You will if you run off.”  He took a deep breath, looking down at her arm.  “Be still,” Masaaki said.  “This is something that is very difficult for me.  It’s actually shameful that I’m taking this long, so please just stop talking.  I don’t need the distraction.”  He straightened his spine once more, closed his eyes, and once more fell into a silence. 
 
    “You want me to stop talk—” 
 
    He made that deep Asian grunt of his, silencing her.  Bonnie narrowed her eyes.  She waited, listening to the quiet drips of her blood on the floor, interrupted here and there with a deep, easy breath from the man kneeling in front of her. 
 
    Then his silver-brown eyes opened and flickered to her face.  “Promise me one thing.” 
 
    “What?” Bonnie asked.  “Not take that tantō and stab you in the foot?” 
 
    His eyes narrowed slightly.  “Promise me you will never take what is not given.”  And, for a brief instant, she saw the fear in his eyes, laid bare for her. 
 
    Never take…  Was he talking about his blood?  “Well, that’s easy,” Bonnie agreed. 
 
    “Promise,” he insisted. 
 
    “Fix my wrist!” 
 
    Eyes flashing, he leaned over her and said in a roar, “Promise me you will never drink from me without permission, vampire!”  The last was said only an inch from her face, his hot breath blasting back the red hair around her ears. 
 
    “Fine!” 
 
    “Fine!”  At that, he bent her wrist back with one hand while he began grinding his fingers against the bone of her mid-forearm. 
 
    “Ow, shit!” Bonnie cried, trying to yank her hand back.  It had always been a tender spot, and she hated people touching her there.  Almost religiously so.  Now she knew why.  Silver-oozing venom sacs.  Gotta love them. 
 
    Masaaki continued to hold her firmly and began rubbing upward, like someone massaging a tube of toothpaste, and Bonnie’s whole arm and wrist really began to hurt. 
 
    “Owwww,” she groaned, trying in vain to pull her hand away.  “Owww, please, ow!  That fucking hurts.” 
 
    “Will you stop complaining?”  His eyes were fixed on two little points of blood forming on her wrist.  …Points of blood? 
 
    “What the hell are you doing to me?!” Bonnie cried, again trying to yank her hand back, with more force, this time. 
 
    Masaaki held her easily, grinding his big hand upward along her forearm, dragging a wretched, unavoidable cry from her lips.  Somewhere between the agony in her arm and the glowing ivory fangs that slid from her wrist from his ministrations, however, Bonnie just lost it.  She started tugging, first, but when that didn’t work, she tried hammering at his arm with her wounded fist.  Masaaki ignored her and kept squeezing.  “Owww!  Ow ow ow ow.” she cried, whimpering, now.  Her tugging became more desperate as the pain intensified, triggering strange surges of weird pressure in her chest, leaving her gasping, feeling like she needed to breathe or eat or something. 
 
    Masaaki continued to hold her until two ivory teeth about an inch long had emerged from her wrist, which he kept carefully bent backwards.  “Eventually,” he said softly, as he finally finished kneading the flesh of her forearm and held up her wrist so she could see, “you will learn the control to extend them yourself.  Until then, we must do it this way.” 
 
    Bonnie was shuddering with adrenaline and fear.  “What are those things?” she whispered, her eyes fixed to the two teeth embedded in her wrist.  They almost looked like a snake’s fangs, hollow, and with some sort of beautiful, filigreed silver engraving on them that glowed, almost silver-white against the ivory.   
 
    Oh gods.  She had fangs in her wrists.  “What are those, goddamn it?” she asked again, on the verge of panic. 
 
    Masaaki let out a ragged breath, and she could see sweat glistening off of his brow from the glow in her wrist.  “Kiba.  It is the artifact of the blood magus.  You have four of them.  They’re actually anywhere from four to twelve inches long, and they’ll grow with age.  The rest of it is embedded in your forearm.” 
 
    “Why is it glowing?” Bonnie whispered. 
 
    He took another slow breath, obviously as unnerved as she was by the thing in her wrist.  “They act as a receptacle of power and the start of the digestion process.  They extract the magic from the blood so that you can use it, much like the intestines absorb nutrients.  If sunk into the flesh, they also absorb life-force, and strong emotional energy.” 
 
    “Why is it glowing?” she demanded again. 
 
    Masaaki’s eyes flickered to her face.  “It’s how you command the obedience of others, vampire.  It is your nature.” 
 
    “At the moment,” she whimpered, “my ‘nature’ can take a flying fuck.  Let me go, I’ll run in to some surgeon in Anchorage and get those things cut out, and then everybody will be happy.”  Even now, she was feeling a strange pulsing in her chest, just under her heart.  Almost a pressure.  A suction.  A hunger.  “Oh God,” she whimpered.  “That’s connected to something in my chest, isn’t it?” 
 
    He gave her a wary look.  “You feel it already?” 
 
    “I’ll get them cut out!” she cried.   
 
    “Without those, you die.  You’re outside your Realm, vampire, and they make your life-force.”  But he was looking at them like he did, indeed, want to wrap his fist around them and tear them from her arm.  “They’re a prized trophy,” he whispered.  “They glow for years after they’re removed, and it’s said that they hold the spirit of the Third Lander they came from, until it slowly slips back to its own Realm.” 
 
    But Bonnie wasn’t listening.  As she watched, the little bubbles of blood tipping the end of the two hollow fangs slowly slipped inward, down the tube, drawn into her arm by some internal pressure.  Seeing that, she felt a twisting of revulsion in her guts and tried again to pull her arm away. 
 
    “Calm, wan-ko,” Masaaki said, holding her steady.  “The last thing you want to do is break these before they’ve had a chance to feed.  Once they wake, and they can repair themselves.  Until then, you must treat them as delicate porcelain, okay?” 
 
    “I don’t want to be fed,” Bonnie whimpered, watching the bubbles of blood slide further into her arm, two dark spots inside the ivory tubes.  “Please let go of my arm.” 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Masaaki heard her beg him again to release her hand, and he found he almost couldn’t go through with it.  It was her innocence, however, that drove him to finish the deed.  Once begun, he knew he owed it to her to give her his blood.  To offer her another way. 
 
    Still, when he looked down at the glowing kiba, he felt his courage failing him, washed from underneath him like sand in a creek.  Suddenly, he was remembering those same, ivory fangs traced across his face, plunged into his belly, etching designs upon his chest.  He remembered being helpless as they took what they wanted, delighting in his terror, his vulnerability, his inability to protect himself. 
 
    He had to blink to clear himself of the memories. 
 
    Bonnie was watching him, unable to pull away from him, looking, for all the world, how Masaaki imagined he himself once looked, that first time the vampire fed on him. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay,” he whispered, though whether it was for him or for her, he wasn’t sure.  “I have to do this.”  Again, he wasn’t sure who he was talking to. 
 
    “Please don’t turn me into a vampire,” she whimpered.  This time, she was begging, and it made a deep part of his guts twist, remembering pleading in a very similar way, when the roles were reversed.  A dishonor that, by everything that Bushidō was, should have caused him to run his blade through his guts the moment he found his wakizashi.  Jūmonji giri.  The cross-shaped cut.  The most painful death, reserved for the greatest of shame.  That was the seppuku that his dishonors had earned him.  He had earned a death, alone, without a kaishakunin standing by to sever his head for him should he falter or lose his grip. 
 
    Yet here he was, making a vampire, against her will, in the wild hopes that he could train this one to be different.  An excuse, he knew.  A justification to keep living, after being broken like a whipped dog.  He wasn’t samurai.  He hadn’t been samurai since the moment he’d let his master take his swords from him and sell him like a sack of meat. 
 
    “Please,” she whimpered again, eyes fixed to the blood sinking down the tubes of her fangs. 
 
    Masaaki swallowed hard and looked away.  “Bonnie,” he whispered.  “I gave you my word I will help you, and I promise I will make this right.  You have no idea how hard this is for me.  Now take my gift with courage and stop dishonoring it.”  He met her gaze and gave her fingers a gentle squeeze.  “Watch,” he commanded softly.  “Learn.  I will help you through it.” 
 
    When she bit her lip and gave a tiny nod, Masaaki found the courage to do what he had to do next.  He took his tantō and sliced open his palm. 
 
    Seeing his own blood, Masaaki curdled inside, and suddenly it was all he could do not to drop into a ball of instinctive terror and simply start rocking in mindless shock.  He swallowed hard as memories came back, of being bled, hanging upside down in helplessness, alone to watch his lifeblood dribble down his throat and chin to pool into a pot beneath him, that horrifying fear of not knowing whether they intended to remove the needle in his chest before he bled to death. 
 
    He had wanted to live.  That was what had destroyed him.  All that time, Masaaki had wanted to live, when every samurai knew from birth that a true warrior divorced himself from that desire, to become a better weapon on the battlefield.  A true samurai did not care whether he lived or died, as long as he lived an honorable life.  But hanging there, in complete shame and dishonor, feeling his own warm blood dribble down his chin, having to tilt his head so it wouldn’t get in his eyes, Masaaki had been desperate for his captors to come back and tug that needle from his flesh before he bled to death.  So desperate he had been panting in short, dizzy whines by the time they finally returned and yanked it from his vein, sipping on glasses of crimson. 
 
    “This is really hard for you,” the vampire whispered softly.   
 
    Masaaki jerked and looked at her.  She had been watching his face, and her too-big amber eyes were filled with compassion.  She made an awkward nod to his hand. 
 
    Masaaki looked down, not having realized he had fisted his fingers over his wound, so tightly that his knuckles were white, and scarlet liquid was pooling in the indentations of his fingernails in the meat of his palm. 
 
    “Very,” Masaaki whispered. 
 
    “We can still vote to dismiss,” she said. 
 
    Masaaki met her eyes, saw her fear, there, and had to swallow down the urge to shove her fangs away from him and leave the monster there to bleed to death. 
 
    Not a monster, Masaaki thought.  Not yet. 
 
    If he did this, he would have to let her drink of him again.  And again.  Several times a week, for as long as he served her.  And if he let her drink of him, once she tasted the glorious ambrosia that was the yatagarasu, he may be re-condemning himself to those horrors.  Like an emperor with a firebird, she might not be able to let him come and go at will, might not be able to trust that he would come back to rejuvenate her when she needed it.  She might simply clip his wings and trap him in a pretty golden cage, to enjoy at her leisure. 
 
    “Is that two votes for dismissal?” she asked.  “Sounded like two votes for dismissal.”  Despite the hope in her words, however, her face was flushed and sweating.  The yōki awakens, he thought, watching the unmistakable signs of the vessel’s arousal within her.  Flushed skin, brighter eyes, redder lips, faster breaths, the big, unnatural pupils dilating fully, giving him twin glimpses into a void.  And, once recognized, the signs spawned another shameful rush of fear within him, until he instinctively wanted to drop her hand and crawl away.  It took every ounce of control that Masaaki had to continue holding the vampire’s wrist, her fangs extended and waiting. 
 
    She was panting, now, eyes flickering from his face to his blood, then back to him.  “I don’t…” she panted, “…feel very good…”  Indeed, he could feel her heart racing against his fingers. 
 
    “You need blood,” Masaaki managed.  “I triggered the change.  You need to feed for the first time or you’re going to die.”  And, some old and wretched part of him thought that maybe that wouldn’t be such a horrible thing.  One less parasite to torment the world. 
 
    The vampire seemed to sense that, too, because her unnatural eyes widened.  She swallowed hard, looking from him, to his blood, and back again.  There was no mistaking the longing in her face, now.  The monster was waking. 
 
    “It hurts,” she whimpered, her big black eyes begging him for release.  And he knew she wasn’t talking about the fangs puncturing her wrist.  She was begging for his blood.  Instinctive horror washed through Masaaki’s core and he had to swallow down the dual urge to both sob and curl into a terrified ball.  Her breaths were coming in tiny gasps, now.  Like a woman giving birth.  Or a vampire about to feed for the first time.  Every ounce of Masaaki wanted to fling her hand away from him and run, let the abominable creature starve to death. 
 
    What if he couldn’t stop her?  What if she overpowered him and took everything she wanted?  What if he died, awash in his own blood, just like that innocent young geek whom Masaaki was supposedly saving with his sacrifice?  The newly-awakened vampires had no control.  And queens needed a lot to sate them. 
 
    But she was awakening.  Because of him.  She had agreed to this, albeit reluctantly, and without real understanding.  He was now honor-bound to help her, and what little honor he still maintained required that he put those fangs to the blood pooling in his palm, to help her begin her transformation.   
 
    And still he held back, unable to make his muscles move, transfixed by the blackness of her gaze.  Fully dilated pupils, stretched so that none of the iris remained.  The same inhuman gaze that had come to him every night for six hundred years, to take their fill of him, in any way they desired. 
 
    “Please,” she whimpered.  She was trembling, now, and Masaaki knew there was no going back.  Within the next few seconds, she would either feed, or die. 
 
    Looking at that demonic gaze, seeing the animal need in her face, her whole body trembling violently as her infernal eyes flickered to his blood and face and back, over and over again, too quickly, Masaaki almost lost courage and left her there to begin his jūmonji giri.   
 
    You started this, fool, that warrior part of him growled, sitting up in the back of his mind.  You triggered the change in an innocent girl.  Finish it, or a hundred cross-shaped cuts will not repair the damage to your soiled soul. 
 
    Shaking, fighting down the shameful urge to bolt, Masaaki twisted her wrist and, before he had a chance to think about it, lowered the hollow fangs to the welling of blood in his palm.  Immediately, they began to suckle, drawing the crimson liquid through their semi-translucent ivory tubes, lines of darkness disappearing into her wrist.  Watching the silver etchings of her fangs flash gold as she ate him, Masaaki felt sick. 
 
    “Oh…” the vampire moaned.  “Oooohhh.”  He watched her demonic eyes roll into the back of her head, her back straightening suddenly as her breaths started to grow ragged and too-deep.  He heard the start of the chest-deep rattle, the sound of a Third Lander in the throes of passion.  Hearing it, Masaaki was inundated in a wave of disgust, and tears stung his eyes as he forced his hand steady under hers.  Too many times, he’d heard that same clicking growl as he’d been helpless, taking their demonic pleasure from his blood and body.  Already, the Nightlander in her was awakening, energizing her body, repairing the wound in her wrist with his essence.  She reached out with her other hand—the wound already closed—and gripped his shoulder, painfully strong. 
 
    I can’t do this, Masaaki thought suddenly, listening to the rattle deepen, the rumble that had always heralded some new horror of their twisted minds, some new diversion with which to use his flesh.  He fisted his hand and drew it away before he could help himself. 
 
    Immediately, the vampire’s head snapped up and her eyes flashed open, as black as the void.  When she bared her lips, he saw her elongated fangs, the deep crimson of her lips, and he felt himself lunge away from her, fully in the grip of that old, instinctive terror.  “More,” she snarled at him, slowly getting to her feet.  Like a mistress commanding a slave.  Masaaki swallowed, eying the distance between them.  Again, he had the urge to bolt.  Just run out into the sunlight, pull free his wakizashi, and begin his penance. 
 
    “More!” she screamed, panting, now, whimpering.  She took a step towards him, jerky, like a puppet on strings. 
 
    And, indeed, if he left her with only that tiny taste, it was going to kill her.  In agony, Masaaki realized that no tiny cut in his palm was going to satisfy that first hunger.  It was why a vampire always killed on its first awakening.  They needed sustenance. 
 
    Meeting her insane voidlike eyes, Masaaki did the hardest thing he’d ever done in his life.  He carefully slid the towel aside and dropped it to the floor, bearing his body to the vampire. 
 
    With an animal snarl, his daimyō lunged forward and rammed her fangs into the thickest part of his thigh, gripping it tightly with fingers that bruised.  Masaaki gasped as he felt the fangs sink deeper into his leg and the sudden exhaustion that always came when a vampire’s kiba entered his flesh.  He felt it tugging at his energy, pulling at his essence, like smoke being sucked out an open window.  Masaaki groaned and knotted his fists on his thighs, forcing himself to endure, to not panic. 
 
    But the innocent girl in front of him was transforming, becoming something else, becoming that thing that had haunted his waking life for seven centuries, stalking him in nightmares, giving him no escape.  She was gasping, now, mouth open in bliss, her skin starting to take on a golden glow.  The glow of him.  She was eating him.  Siphoning him dry, taking his essence and making it her own, that low demonic rattle clicking in her chest and throat, something utterly inhuman. 
 
    Unwillingly, Masaaki froze, remembering a different place, a different time.  A vampire, above him, her body aglow with his life-force.  That same unearthly rattle in her chest, her head thrown back in the same savage bliss.  He remembered wanting to live, yet knowing he would have no choice.  He never had a choice.  They fed until they were satisfied, and it was luck alone that had kept him alive all these years.  Luck, and the fact that he was a yatagarasu.  As such a prize, they always sated themselves on others, first.  Because of what he was, Masaaki had watched thousands of terrified victims die before him, executed in his place, because he was too valuable to risk first-taste.  Too much of a delicacy.  Dessert, not the main course. 
 
    It was too much. 
 
    “Stop,” Masaaki said.  His whole body was trembling, and he was at the very edge of insanity, teetering on the brink.  That he had allowed himself to fall in this position, that he had gone back to feeding vampires, was warring with his being, leaving everything he considered himself to be on the very threshold of shattering. 
 
    She laughed at him and tightened her grip.  An evil, demonic sound.  He felt the tips of her fingers pierce his leg, so tight was her grip.  He tried to crawl away, then, but his thigh might as well have been locked in the jaws of a vice.  He felt the kiba sink deeper, penetrating to the bone, increasing the speed of his drain. 
 
    Masaaki tried to shove her away, but she grabbed his wrist and held it like a vice.   
 
    Desperate, now, he summoned the hikari.  The room immediately flashed, too bright to see, as his body took on the radiance of the sun.  The vampire hissed, but did not release her hold. 
 
    The reality of that hit him like a sledge to the gut.  The hikari did nothing.  Because he had fed her.  Because she was eating him. 
 
    Panic took hold, then.  That same panic he had felt every time they’d fed on him.  Every time he’d been helpless to stop it.  He dropped to the floor, whimpering, curling into a ball, trying to protect his face, his stomach, his eyes.  She crawled over him, that Third Lander rattle in her chest, a demonic purr as she prepared to use his body like the others.   
 
    He’d been wrong, he realized, utterly devastated as he felt his life-force slip away.  He’d been so wrong… 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 7:  Afterglow 
 
    “Please, Bonnie,” someone wept.  “You promised.  You promised.  Please…” 
 
    Bonnie heard the whimpers through the rush of ecstasy and for a long moment, thought it was a movie playing in the background.  Then something clicked in her brain and she once more felt her hands on his body.  She looked down, saw the samurai curled naked under her, protecting his vitals, crying, saw her fingers sunk into his leg.  Saw her other hand pressed into his chest. 
 
    “Oh my God!” Bonnie cried, yanking her hands away from him.  The glowing fangs jutting from the base of her palms came back bloody. 
 
    The man gasped and let out a low, heart-wrenching sob and started crawling away from her. 
 
    “Odin’s balls, I’m so sorry!” she cried, reaching for him. 
 
    Masaaki screamed and his body flashed in a sudden blast of light, blinding her.  Bonnie grunted and dropped to the side, catching herself on an elbow, disoriented.  When her eyes cleared enough to see again, he was huddled in a pocket of sunlight beside the door, knees brought up to his chest, chin on his knees, arms wrapped around his legs.  Rocking.  Like someone in a fucking insane asylum. 
 
    “I’m sorry!” she cried, moving toward him. 
 
    “Stay there!” he shrieked, scrabbling away from her.  “Just stay away from me.”  His words had a ragged sound, the sound of someone who had just spent several long minutes screaming.  He was sucking in huge breaths, over and over, hyperventilating through tears as he watched her with wide, glowing silver-yellow eyes. 
 
    I’m a vampire, Bonnie thought, horrified.  And I was killing him.  She tried to think of something that would ease that appalling truth, something that would comfort him, some apology that he would understand.  
 
    Very slowly, she got to her knees and dropped low, putting her forehead to the ground, facing him, as he had done to her outside her parents’ bedroom. 
 
    The sound of his deep, gasping breaths continued even over the pounding of her heart.  For what seemed like an eternity, she heard the wood continue to squeak as he rocked.  But then, eventually, they started to subside.  For a long time, there was nothing but silence from him, and she wondered if he had slipped from the house.  Then she heard him move, the gentlest of whispers against the hardwood floor.  She heard him pad slowly across the room, working his way around to her side, keeping his distance. 
 
    She heard the rattle of the katana’s wooden scabbard on the hardwood floor.  Then she heard him approach from her side, one barefoot step at a time. 
 
    Bonnie bit her lip and continued staring at the floor. 
 
    She heard the metal ringing sound as the blade slid from its sheath.  She cringed, but held her ground.  Part of her wanted to bolt, to get as far from him as possible, but the other half was so deeply immersed in shame that she simply squeezed her eyes shut and waited. 
 
    She could feel the heat of his feet, only a few inches from her right arm.  For minutes, he simply stood there.  Then, softly, he said, “You promised.” 
 
    Bonnie ducked her head tighter against the floor.  She had no excuse.  She remembered feeling the rush of power, dropping her humanity as easily as one would shed a coat.  She remembered taking what she wanted, despite his terrified pleas for mercy. 
 
    “Get up and face me, vampire.”  She could hear the hatred in his voice.  The vitriol. 
 
    Bonnie bit her lip and remained where she was. 
 
    “Do it!” he snarled. 
 
    She ignored him, keeping her body prostate. 
 
    For minutes, there was silence in the room, allowing Bonnie to count her heartbeats, unable to even bring herself to look up at the samurai.  Time passed, marked by shallow breaths, constrained against her knees and the floor.  Then, with a startling thump, the gleaming tip of a katana buried itself in the walnut a few inches from her skull.  A second later, Masaaki dropped to his knees beside her head.  When she dared to look up, he was drooping against his sword, eyes closed, breathing through his nose. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered. 
 
    Masaaki put his forehead to his weapon.  “I know.” 
 
    “I won’t do it again,” she promised. 
 
    “Yes you will.”  He took several deep breaths, then turned his head slightly to look down at her over his bare forearm.  His eyes were brown-and-silver again.  “But it is to be expected.  Young vampires have no control.  I knew this when we started.  I just panicked like a woman.” 
 
    “You just got your ass whupped by a woman,” Bonnie blurted.  She hated his casual depiction of the weaker sex, and, while she wasn’t quite a feminist, she certainly wasn’t going to put up with that kind of idiotic bullshit. 
 
    His eyes narrowed down at her.  “I just about put my sword through your spine, wan-ko.” 
 
    “And I was gonna let you do it,” she blurted back.  “Which is why you didn’t.”  Thank you, crabby old hardass Japanese teacher and his long, off-topic lectures about honor. 
 
    Masaaki grunted and glanced down at his sword.  “You surprised me,” he admitted.  “How did you know I wasn’t going to strike?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” Bonnie said. 
 
    His eyes flickered to her again, then off toward the sunbeam where he had rocked himself.  “Next time,” he said, “we do this in the backyard at noon.  At least then, you can’t kill me by accident.” 
 
    “I can’t go outside at—” she began, then frowned, remembering his body flashing in unspeakable brilliance.  “Uh…can I?” 
 
    He lifted a brow and gestured toward the sunbeam.  “Go see for yourself.” 
 
    Bonnie saw the sunbeam and her lip curled.  “I think I’ll give it a day or two.” 
 
    “Chicken?” 
 
    Bonnie narrowed her eyes and slowly sat up.  “How the hell do you know what ‘chicken’ means?” 
 
    He grinned mischievously, easing the lines of pain in his face.  Wiping tears away, he said, “One of my fellow captives, many years ago.  A young faun.  She was constantly daring me to do stuff that would get me in trouble, because it helped us both endure.  They forgot they were bleeding her one night, a few years ago, and by the time they came back, she was dead.  But up until then, we helped each other do stupid things so we could laugh about it after.” 
 
    “Oh,” Bonnie whispered.  “Sorry.”  Now that she was getting a good look at him, she saw a glowing spiderweb of gold laced throughout his body, and that strong golden glow emanating from him she had seen before wasn’t just the sunbeam.  His whole body seemed to be radiating an inner light.   
 
    He shrugged, the golden spiderwebs in his arms moving with the gesture.  “Not your fault.  Chicken.” 
 
    But Bonnie wasn’t paying attention.  She could see other, smaller spiderwebs of red, in the walls and floor.  Mice, she realized, stunned.  As an old house, it had always been plagued with mice. 
 
    “Odin’s hairy balls,” Bonnie whispered, crawling over to a wall and cocking her head at the moving creature on the other side.  “That’s a mouse!”  She pointed, shocked, jabbing her finger at the drywall. 
 
    Masaaki glanced at the spot on the wall where she was staring, then gave her a flat look.  “Don’t change the subject.  Chicken.” 
 
    “I can see the mice in the walls!” Bonnie cried, looking around.  No wonder her parents were always complaining about the mice.  They were everywhere.  Her father’s abrupt, out-of-the-blue assaults on the drywall with a hatchet, sledgehammer, or, one time, a pickaxe, suddenly started to make a bit more sense.  “Oh wow.” 
 
    Not only that, but she felt great.  Like that time she’d gone in to get her wisdom teeth removed and the dental surgeon had given her Vicodin to ease the pain afterwards, but better.  Everything just felt…happier.  And more alive.  The whole world felt alive.  It wasn’t just being able to see the worms in the dirt, in the basement below, or hear the mice rustling in the attic ceiling.  The world practically vibrated. 
 
    “Whoa…” Bonnie said, only now feeling the ecstasy really sinking in.  She closed her eyes and just felt the singing in her veins, the hum of her muscles over her bones.  Enveloped in the pulsation of the world around her, could actually hear Masaaki’s heart beating.  A low, easy thrum that sounded like rhythmic liquid thunder in her ears.  Bonnie felt herself swooning, listening to it.  “Dude,” she whispered after a moment, “you’re like some really potent drug or something, aren’t ya?” 
 
    She heard him make another manly grunt.   
 
    “Is your leg okay?” she asked, realizing she was hearing the hurt in his leg.  His thigh sounded anxious, almost sped-up, nervous.  Now that was a new experience for her…  She frowned, trying to make sense of that. 
 
    “It’s almost healed already,” he muttered.  “Don’t worry about it.  It would heal faster if I went to the sunlight, but with a yatagarasu, we will regenerate just about everything if given light to do so.  It’s how they got the shackles on me.  They cut off my hands and feet and shoved the rings onto my arms, then let it heal.” 
 
    Immediately, Bonnie’s eyes snapped open and she glanced at him.  “They cut off your head?” 
 
    He grinned.  “No.  They used blood magic for that.  Sealed it with their magi talents.” 
 
    Bonnie frowned, remembering the huge tome entitled, On the Use of Blood.  “Magic?” 
 
    He grunted again.  “I’m not a blood magus, and those who birthed you are dead, so unless you enslave a vampire lord or someone else who brought the techniques across from the Third Lands, you will never learn.” 
 
    Bonnie got up and started walking over to the coffee table and was halfway to the book before she realized she still hadn’t opened her eyes.  She didn’t need to.  She could hear the world around her. 
 
    “Wow,” she said again.  Opening her eyes, she found the huge tome with her fingers, lifted it, and carried it over to the samurai, who was still draped against the non-pointy-end of his sword.  “How about this?” she asked, setting the massive leather-bound book on the floor in front of him. 
 
    “What is that?”  
 
    “It says it’s on the use of blood.” 
 
    Masaaki cursed and shuddered, quickly looking aside.  “If I were you, Bonnie Stanford, I would burn that.” 
 
    “Why?” she demanded. 
 
    “It’s a slippery slope to walk,” he muttered.  “Using another’s power as your own.” 
 
    She squinted at him, then at the book, then shrugged and took the book back to the coffee-table and dropped it there with a thud.  “Okay.  I’ve got this total hankering for coffee, and I’ve got this total death-wish and want to go outside and see just how crispy I get.  I’m going upstairs getting a pair of my dad’s jeans and you will put them on.  Just for a day.  We’ll go to Wal-Mart and get you something else.  Maybe drop by a kendo studio and see if we can get you a man-skirt.  Okay?” 
 
    “I only understood about a quarter of what you just said.” 
 
    “Good,” Bonnie said.  “Then you won’t argue with me.”  She went upstairs, hesitated outside her parents’ room, then, taking a deep breath, rushed inside.  Keeping her eyes focused directly ahead of her on the wardrobe, she tried not to smell the cinnamon-and-cleaning-solvents as she yanked the closet open and started digging through her father’s clothes.  It felt dirty, like she was a sicko just for doing it, and she decided that yes, their first stop in her parents’ fancy new Mercedes that they’d never allowed her to drive would be a Wal-Mart.  She would make him change in the bathroom, by God, and they would leave the nasty, cinnamon-smelling black denim jeans and black silk shirt in the trash. 
 
    Then she saw some of the other things in her father’s closet, hanging in racks against the back.  There was the glint of polished steel and leather… 
 
    Blindly grabbing a shirt and pants, feeling the beginnings of panic, Bonnie stepped backwards and slammed the closet doors shut as hard as she could.  The sound of shattering wood made her freeze, and shards of dark red cherrywood exploded outward, hitting her in the face and chest.  Bonnie stood there a moment, blinking at the splintered doors, looking approximately like someone had hit them with a battering ram, then turned and bolted from the room. 
 
    Masaaki was standing in the hall, just outside her parents’ door, a pale expression on his face as he looked into the room beyond.  Stepping out into the hall with him, Bonnie quickly pulled the door shut behind her.  “Here,” she said, stuffing the clothes into the once-again-naked-man’s arms.  “Put them on.” 
 
    He took them with one arm, his other hand grasping his three swords.  Looking down, he grimaced.  “I’d rather wear the towel.” 
 
    Bonnie laughed.  “You can’t wear a towel in public.” 
 
    “Why not?” he demanded, dropping the garments at his feet.  “I’m not wearing those.”  He nudged them away from him with a toe. 
 
    “You have to wear those so I can get you something else to wear,” Bonnie growled, bending to pick them up. 
 
    With the ease of a martial-artist whose limbs seemed to function completely independently of his body, he picked the cloth up with his foot and kicked it down the hall, well out of her reach.  “I’m not wearing them.  Just seeing them disgusts me.” 
 
    And that, she realized, was that.  How, exactly, was she supposed to make this sword-wielding samurai do anything?  “Uh, please?” she said. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Look,” Bonnie gritted, “you can’t go out in public wearing a towel.  They’ll crucify you.” 
 
    The samurai narrowed his eyes.  “Let them try.” 
 
    Realizing he thought she meant that literally, Bonnie slapped her face into her palm, then peered up at him through the fingers.  He continued to stand there, all brutish muscle and samurai arrogance, daring her to tell him he couldn’t stop the Wal-Mart security team from nailing him to a cross and dropping it in a hole in the ground.  She groaned, deeply.  “Okay.  They wouldn’t really crucify you.  That’s a figure of speech.  They’d just tell you to leave.” 
 
    He frowned.  “Are they daimyō?” 
 
    “Uh…”  Bonnie considered.  “Yes.  Yes, they are.  With magic thundersticks.  And tasers.” 
 
    He grunted, then glanced at the wad of black silk and sniffed.  “I don’t want to wear those.  Find me something else.” 
 
    They decided on a brown polar fleece blanket that had been thrown over the couch, folded over him with a head-hole cut out in the middle, then belted around his waist with a nylon rope from her parents’ copious stash.  To which he had attached his swords.  All of them.  Finishing up the ensemble, she had forced him into a pair of her father’s blazing-white tennis shoes. 
 
    “That looks so ghetto,” Bonnie said, grimacing.  “Like Waldo the Wandering Monk or something.” 
 
    He glanced down at himself.  “I can still wear the towel.” 
 
    “No, ‘Wandering Monk’ is better than ‘Deranged Streaker.’  We’ll just tell them you’re in a play for special people.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    She waved him off.  “Let’s go get coffee.  I’m dying for coffee.”  And, honestly, to test-drive her parents’ Mercedes.  Though she loved her eccentric little Dodge Dart, she had always itched to drive the Mercedes.  ‘Starving-college-student’ had gotten really old. 
 
    At the front door, however, she hesitated, glancing down at the single ray of sunshine coming through the window, bouncing off of her hiking boots.  “You sure about this?” she asked softly. 
 
    “I’m sure, daimyō.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Bonnie pushed the door open and stepped outside. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 8: The Vampire Lord 
 
    Theodore entered the basement again, wrinkling his nose at the scent of Firstlander blood.  In this Realm, blood always smelled strange.  Hotter.  More acidic.  It tasted different, too, and at times, he much preferred the cool, relaxing smoothness of the Third Lands that he had left behind. 
 
    But then he remembered the atrocities he had been forced to commit by the command of a queen and he grimaced.  No.  It was much better, here.  At least here, he had a mind of his own, and could choose.  He wasn’t just some mindless peon, some noble-born brat who accidentally succumbed to the kiss of a baby queen, in play.  He hadn’t been forced to watch that arrogance, surrounded by such pomp and awe, grow into something utterly evil, and be absolutely unable to stop it.  Be forced to love it. 
 
    Shaking himself, Theo pushed the final door open and flipped on the light. 
 
    The two strange vampires were hanging limply from his wall, weak and dying.  He’d refused them blood for the last week, smelling the fear and suffering of hundreds on their skin and in their essence.  Their heads came up feebly as he dragged a chair across the room and settled it in front of them.  Sitting down, leaning his torso over the chair-back, he examined them again. 
 
    “What I want to know,” he said, for the hundredth time, “is what the fuck you were doing, coming after me.” 
 
    “Not you,” the woman babbled.  It was the first intelligent thing either of them had said since they’d spent the first few days flailing like animals in the full throes of the blood they’d taken.  Interesting.  He had half-suspected it was an assassination attempt by another lord, but this made him wonder.   
 
    “So you were after my neighbors.”  Theo didn’t particularly like his neighbors in Kenai, but these two had been completely high on blood and pain, and would have created an enormous mess, had he allowed them to reach their destination.  A mess that would have solidly put the tiny Alaskan town of Kenai—and, consequentially, Soldotna—squarely on the map, and Theo had come to enjoy his privacy.   
 
    When neither of them spoke, he demanded, “Why?” 
 
    The woman bared her teeth at him.  She and her mate both had the smell of the home-realm, but it was mostly faded.  They’d been here some time, then. 
 
    What reason would two unattached vampires have in coming to hunt his neighbors?  He could find no connection to a queen in their blood.  No enthrallment by a lord.  They were just…alone. 
 
    Cocking his head at them, Theo offered, “You didn’t even know I was here, did you?”  That was a…minor miscalculation…on their part. 
 
    What he really wanted to know, though, was how they had driven to Soldotna in the middle of the day.  Night had only fallen half an hour before when they drove up to the gas-station where he’d been filling up.  And unless they were from somewhere like Sterling or Cooper Landing, which he doubted because he had never heard of or seen them before, then they had somehow driven to Soldotna from somewhere distant, like Anchorage or Seward. 
 
    And, as hyped up on blood as they were, without so much as a captive in the backseat, they had come to Soldotna fully intending to die.  Or take a few captives from the local populace, most of whom Theo had befriended over the years.  It was one of the boundaries that he’d taught the adolescent nest in Kenai to respect.  They were not to take captives from his hometown, and he would not make unexpected visits and slaughter them as they fornicated in their harems. 
 
    “Please release us,” the man whimpered again, for like the thousandth time.  “Please.” 
 
    “You’re going to die here,” Theo said, picking at a flake of dried blood crusted to the top backboard of his chair and flicked it aside.  “I don’t like the smell of you, and I am not looking for soldiers.” 
 
    Both of them started sobbing again.  Theo sighed.  He hated those who couldn’t handle what they dished out.  It was such hypocrisy.  “Just shut up,” he said.  “Stop simpering.  Tell me where you are from.” 
 
    “Eagle River,” the woman babbled. 
 
    Beyond Anchorage.  He narrowed his eyes at her.  “Are you half-bloods or something?  How were you out in sunlight?” 
 
    “We have a yatagarasu,” the man whimpered.  “We can give him to you.  In trade for our lives.” 
 
    Theo froze, almost overwhelmed by the temptation to make such a trade.  But he also loathed drinking from those who did not offer themselves willingly, and there was no way he would trust a yatagarasu not to kill him.  “There will be no trade.  Where did you leave him?” 
 
    “He’s in our attic,” the woman said quickly.  “We can take you to him.  He’s a good slave.  He tastes exquisite.” 
 
    Theo winced at the idea of how creatures such as these must have left their prize.  If they had intended on coming back, he was probably in a cage where he could get a daily dose of sunshine, and would live that way indefinitely.  “Give me your address.  I will go free him.” 
 
    But, oddly, the two strangers went silent. 
 
    Theo sighed.  “The address.  Or I will extract it from your bodies.” 
 
    Strangely, helpless and in the presence of a lord, they still refused to give him the address. 
 
    “You do realize that you’re going to die here, right?” Theo demanded.  “I’m not freeing you.  Do one tiny good deed with your final, dying breaths and tell me where you’re keeping that fucking golden crow.” 
 
    “Why,” the woman jeered at him, face twisted with bitterness, “so you can feed on our prize?” 
 
    Theo stared at her.  “So I can free him.”  Granted, he would take the yatagarasu on a long road-trip and dump him on some very abandoned bit of road before releasing him, but he would not leave another immortal to suffer like that.  It was vile. 
 
    The female laughed, a bitter, malicious sound.  “No vampire lord would turn down a yatagarasu.” 
 
    “That is where you are wrong,” Theo growled, straightening on his chair.  “Tell me where you left him.” 
 
    But they just ignored him. 
 
    Theo could not believe it.  Even while dying, they would not do for the world that one last, tiny act of benevolence.  “It is creatures like you,” he said softly, “that never should have crossed the veil to this Realm.” 
 
    The woman spat at him. 
 
    Because he didn’t feel like finding some instrument with which to torture the address out of them, he sighed.  “Fine.  Tell me why you went on a feeding-frenzy intending to rampage on my neighbors and I might find it in my heart to feed you a little bit before killing you.” 
 
    He watched their fangs protrude slightly at the mention of being fed.  Disgusting.  Completely uncontrolled brutes. 
 
    It was the man who spoke.  “We heard there was a young vampire lord making an army in Soldotna,” he whimpered, twisting his wrists in the metal cuffs.   
 
    Theodore snorted.  “No.  Kenai, perhaps.  They’re always adding new blood, there.  I think they might have opened a portal, the fools.” 
 
    “You’re obviously not the one we were looking for,” the woman whimpered.  “Let us go.  Please.  We were only trying to—” 
 
    “I told you you’re going to die here,” Theo interrupted.  “I don’t like your kind.  It’s humiliating to be associated with you.  Why were you looking for a lord?  What could you have possibly gained?” 
 
    “We wanted to find a conso—” 
 
    “Quiet, Frank,” the woman snapped. 
 
    Theo froze.  Had he been about to say consort?  Very stiffly, he got to his feet and stepped away from the chair.  “Are you a queen?” he whispered, finding it hard to speak through his dual rage and horror. 
 
    “No,” she cried, cringing. 
 
    But Theo ignored her, stepping forward.  He savagely tore the skin away from her wrist, to see. 
 
    The venom-sac was not there. 
 
    He pried around at the flesh between her tendons, just to make sure.  Ignoring her whimpers, he stepped back.  Frowning, at her, he said, “Who are you trying to find a consort for?”  The idea that a Thirdlander queen had somehow slipped into this realm left his guts drowning in a sudden pool of dread. 
 
    She just started sobbing.  The hypocrite.  Theo glanced at the one called Frank.  “Who?” 
 
    The man lowered his head and looked at the floor, not answering. 
 
    Theo found himself getting rather sick of their blubbering.  “I know you have committed worse than this, on others.  You reek of terror.  Die with some honor, you disgusting vermin, and answer me.” 
 
    But their shoulders just started to shake and they sobbed. 
 
    “Answer me!” Theo growled.  “Why would two unattached vampires attack a nest?” 
 
    But the female was staring at the blood gushing from her wrist, babbling about needing to feed.  With a growl, Theo twisted her head off and tossed it aside.  Her mate let out an anguished wail and shuddered, staring at his feet. 
 
    “Tell me,” Theo growled, as blood pattered to the ground beneath her twitching toes. 
 
    The man continued to stare at his feet. 
 
    “At least give me the address for the golden crow,” Theo snapped.  “Show some kindness, in your final moments.” 
 
    For a long moment, it looked like the man would speak.  Then, in silence, he shook his head. 
 
    “Your choice,” Theo snapped.  He reached out and, with a fraction more effort, twisted off the male’s head.  He threw it to the corner with the female’s, to be disposed of later. 
 
    Glancing up at the tips of fangs still poking from their wrists, he twisted his face in disgust.  The fangs of such filth were not even trophies.  He didn’t even want them in his house, tainting the rest.  Shaking his head, he left the basement and walked back upstairs, pulling shut the basement door behind him.  Stepping back into his small living-room, Theo found himself more agitated and unnerved than he had been in centuries. 
 
    Two vampires, not even lords, had gorged themselves on the death-energies of dozens and come here with the full expectation to take a young lord.  Whether or not there was a lord in Kenai, Theo wasn’t sure.  They had kept their distance after Theo’s third visit, retrieving yet another pretty young Soldotna girl that they had decided to take for their own—while savaging anyone with the misfortune of being home at the time. 
 
    The disgusting vermin.  Barely better than the two dead things on his wall.   
 
    Theo glanced up at the clock.  Just past midnight.  Tonight was Mandi’s night.  He’d already missed Shelly’s night, dealing with the two vermin, and he was starting to feel the effects.  The world felt less alive, dimmer, less exciting. 
 
    More…ominous. 
 
    Grabbing his keys and throwing on his coat, Theo went out to his truck.  Angus was waiting for him in the truck-bed, panting and tongue lolling, making the entire truck creak with the shifting of his weight.  Theo went up to the enormous mastiff first, distractedly giving him a good scratch behind the ears, then climbed into the cab, still disturbed.  After heating the glow-plugs for longer than he needed to, he fired up the big diesel engine on his Ford F-350, then sat there, listening to the throaty rumble around him. 
 
    Why would two vampires go looking for a lord?  Unattached vampires stayed away from lords.  The smart ones did.  And, judging by how well-versed in the First Realm these two seemed to be—and how far their fangs had jutted from their skin, in their contortions—they were old.  Vampires didn’t get to be old by being stupid. 
 
    Then why would they want to kill a lord? 
 
    He was still ruminating over that by the time he pulled up to the inconspicuous little pull-out along the Kenai River, with a little path leading through the woods and down to the water.  Mandi’s little red Subaru was parked in the darkness under the alders, and Theo immediately felt a pang of gratitude for the girl’s bravery.  Not many women would be willing to drive into the forest, alone, at night, to face a vampire.  He knew. 
 
    Shutting off his truck, he climbed out.   “I’ll take you out for a run later,” he told Angus.  The mastiff made a disgusted snort and settled into the bed with a rumbling groan.  Leaving him there, Theo went looking for Mandi. 
 
    While all of his other senses dulled the longer he waited between feedings, his blood-sense sharpened dramatically.  He saw her blood-web long before she became visible through the trees.  She had a soft lavender color to her life-essence, one that he had always taken the greatest care to keep untainted by his silver.  He knew she suspected the danger he posed to her every time he fed, but she had never mentioned it, for which he was deeply humbled. 
 
    She was seated on a boulder, looking out over the rushing blue waters of the Kenai River.  She didn’t notice his presence until he put a hand on her slender shoulder. 
 
    She started and turned, then immediately broke into a shy, guilty smile.  “I thought you were a bear,” she said softly.   
 
    “You should bring your brother along,” Theo growled.  “I thought we discussed you parking out by the highway at night alone.” 
 
    Mandi grinned timidly up at him.  “What could be worse than a vampire?”  She was one of the ones that Theo had rescued from the den in Kenai, and she knew, first-hand, just how nasty vampires could get. 
 
    But Theo gently took her hand between both of his and said, “Lots of things, sweetie.  Lots.” 
 
    She sighed.  “My brother doesn’t like the whole idea of tagging along.  He’s done a lot of research and he thinks you could, oh, I dunno, enthrall me or something.” 
 
    Theo flinched.  Right then, he knew that this would be the last time he fed from Mandi.  Either he put an end to it…or her brother would.  Far too many times in the past, he’d had a liaison with a volunteer cut off violently and abruptly by misguided family members.  With a sigh of regret, he glanced out at the Kenai River, the water blue to him even in the half-light of an Alaskan summer.  That made Shelly the last, all the rest either having moved away or died of old age.  Damn. 
 
    “It’s okay if you can,” she said softly.  “I kinda guessed, the way you’re so careful.” 
 
    “Actually, most vampires can’t,” Theo told her, looking back. 
 
    But she caught the lie and smiled.  “But you aren’t like most vampires, are you?” 
 
    Such innocence, such sweet surrender in her eyes was almost too much.  Again, Theo considered trying to bring this one home, to make her a wife.  Unfortunately, he knew what her brother would have to say about that all too well.  He had woken many times to a stake in his chest, after making the foolish decision of taking a bride, regardless of the love-affair that preceded the marriage.  Over the years, he had come to understand that friends and family simply could not understand why a woman would wed a vampire, no matter how many ways they tried to proclaim their love.  Love, to one who could command permanent devotion with a simple constriction in his wrist, was denied him, because he could do it.  Because outsiders always thought, the moment they saw the scars of his fangs, that he had enthralled those he had wed. 
 
    …which was never the case. 
 
    Theo swallowed.  He knew he couldn’t drink from her that night, then.  If he did, the bliss of her blood might become too much, and he might give in to the urge, to the fire in her eyes. 
 
    Theo shuddered and looked away.  As a lord, he had no real need to feed.  Not like the soldiers or the queen.  A lord produced his own essence.  It was the lord’s duty, evolutionarily, to feed the queen, and it often took several lords to sate a single queen’s appetite.  But, while Theo produced easily enough to sustain him, life in this Realm was always more bountiful and wholesome with the simple gift of the blood of a native, given without fear or pain.  It helped ease the burden of being outside his homeland. 
 
    “I need to go,” Theo said.   
 
    A confused frown spread across her delicate features.  “Why?” 
 
    Theo couldn’t tell her why.  Too many times before, he had told them why, and they had sought him out anyway, and made the parting all that more unbearable.  People could not understand risk, when they were teetering on the brink of love.  And, with Mandi, the risk had just become too great. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Theo said.  “Tell your brother that tonight is the last you’ll ever see of me.”  He turned to go. 
 
    Behind him, he heard gravel crunch as she slid from the boulder to the pebbled bank.  “Why?!” she demanded, anger in her voice, now. 
 
    Theo set his shoulders and kept going. 
 
    He heard the stone approaching only a moment before it hit him in the back of his skull, so dulled were his senses.  Grunting, he ducked forward, holding his head.  Then, turning slowly, he glared at the girl, who had picked up another stone. 
 
    “Why?” she demanded, hefting the second stone in warning. 
 
    That impudence, that utter fearlessness in the eyes of a monster, had been his exquisite unmaking too many times in the past.  He remembered one such time, when a woman of similar tiny stature had also thrown a rock at the beast, and in her hands, the beast had transformed into something almost human. 
 
    Then she had died after two decades of bliss, set ablaze on a cross, soaked with tar.   
 
    Thus, it took everything he had to look Mandi in the eyes and say, “The truth is, you are no longer of any use to me.  I’ve been patronizing you these last few meetings, hoping you would take the hint.  Your blood has lost its flavor, and I find your blatherings about work and the frilly hens you live with to be mindless drivel.  Go back to tending your father’s used bookstore.  I’m no longer interested in wasting my time with you.”  He turned to go. 
 
    The second rock never came.  He could still hear her sobbing when he put the truck into reverse and hit the accelerator.  Theo took the road home barely able to see, using his dulled other-senses to keep himself on the road.  He hated this existence.  Hated it so much. 
 
    And yet, the First Realm was better than his home-realm for one simple reason—it had no queen.  It had no one who could force that which should only ever be earned. 
 
    He’d been sitting in his driveway for some time, staring at his front door, before he realized he was home.  Yet, even after realizing it, Theodore sat there, listening to the engine rumble around him.  He would have to move, he knew.  And soon.  Often, when the tenderest new love was crushed, it twisted to the opposite, to vile hatred, and with Mandi’s brother already sided against him… 
 
    Theo shut off the engine and slumped against the steering-wheel.  “That was stupid,” he told his dash.  He should’ve just told her why. 
 
    And yet, if he’d done that, and told her that he could no longer meet with her because they were growing too close, he would have had to move then, too, because she would have started hunting him, not taking no for an answer.  He had seen that in her.  It was part of what he had found so attractive about her, when her father had first come to him and asked for his help.  She had been the kidnapped victim of an entire vampire nest, had watched him rip hale men limb-from-limb in rescuing her, and had been perfectly willing to tell him to shove his own foot up his ass afterwards, huddled in the backseat of his car after he’d released all the other thralls and taken them home with him, thinking he was going to eat them. 
 
    “Damn,” Theo said to the odometer.  He’d just killed two more rogue vampires to protect his little town, and now he was going to have to leave it because of a woman spurned. 
 
    He just hadn’t been thinking properly.  He needed to feed.  His senses were closing slowly around him, and without a willing host here in the First Lands, his perceptions were always going to be muted, less alive.  Like living behind a screen.  “Damn,” he said again. 
 
    He thought again to the two vampires he’d killed.  So many things had gone wrong since they’d first appeared, but he had dropped everything to deal with them, putting his very name at risk.  He’d taken them both in the open, on a busy road, driving them home in the bed of his pickup truck.  He’d even stayed his ground and gone through the questioning by the police when their car was found abandoned, unattended, with him being the last person they had talked to at that little gas-station on the corner.  But he’d had to kill them. 
 
    They had reeked of evil.  Seeing them, he had known, deep in his gut, that he had to deal with them.  Yet it had caused him nothing but heartache since.  He thumped his head against the steering-wheel again, listening to the diesel roar around him.  Half of him wanted to call Shelly and beg the woman—now alone, in her forties, living off a government pension and the money she made selling artwork—to let him drop by her house for a quick visit.  It was out of schedule and she probably hadn’t properly prepared for it, but he was finding it hard to concentrate.  His mind wandered back to the two corpses in his basement, which he would have to get rid of quietly, yet another problem he’d piled onto his shoulders that he did not want or need. 
 
    They’d been looking to kill a consort…but whose consort?  Theo had fled the Third Realm the moment his queen had been killed by a jötunn court eight hundred years before, and he had been a thrall, not a consort.  He had never sipped of his queen’s venom before she took him for her pleasure.  At first, he had been furious with his parents, for allowing him to play with the child-queen, before she had learned to control herself.  Then he realized that she had poisoned them, too.  In an attempt to get at a lord. 
 
    And then, once she’d had him, she’d risen to the top in a reign of cruelty and violence that had lasted for millennia. 
 
    So why were they looking for a consort?  As far as Theo knew, there wasn’t even a queen in the First Realm.  They didn’t have the power to cross the veil—the magic of the Third Lands simply yanked them back. 
 
    Unless…   
 
    A sudden wash of goosebumps made Theo stop breathing.  Unless. 
 
    No.  Not possible.  Odin would not allow it. 
 
    Yet Theo shut off the engine of his truck and climbed out of the cab.  His heart was hammering by the time he’d made it back inside and down into the basement. 
 
    Yanking the door open, he wrinkled his nose at the smell of blood and excrement, but flipped on the light and went straight for the headless female. 
 
    Unhooking the corpse from the rack, he dropped it unceremoniously to the ground and removed one of the metal shackles.  Then, carefully, he tore away the cold flesh of her forearm around the base of the still-protruding fangs, revealing more ivory than he had expected.  The female, at least, was very old. 
 
    Then, at the very base of the fang, tucked up against the tendon, he saw what he sought.  A thin silver ring of bleached ivory, the kind that came when a female carried a queen to term.  Beneath the silver band was a fraction of an inch of ivory.  A couple decades had passed. 
 
    Seeing that, Theo froze.  Decades.  Time for a young girl to come of age and claim a consort.   
 
    Or thrall a lord. 
 
    Right then, Theo knew he needed to call Shelly.  Then he needed to make a road-trip. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9: A Day on the Town 
 
    “You’re really glowing today, Bonnie,” the tanned young male at the counter said, handing the vampire a paper cup over the glass.  His voice had an annoying, slurred, almost nasal sound, like someone who was half asleep.  “I swear you’re not as pale.  You finally get a boyfriend and get it on or something?”  He gave a slow, drawling laugh, registering at the approximate mental equivalent of a defective horse.  The green-eyed adolescent glanced to Masaaki and winked.  “Am I right?”  Masaaki felt like sticking his tantō up the kid’s nose, for speaking so casually to his daimyō. 
 
    Bonnie, for her part, flushed crimson.  “No,” she managed.  “Not boyfriend.  Exchange student.  I’m supposed to show him around town.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” the teenager said, pushing a hundred tiny braids back behind his ear with his fingers.  Then he learned forward against the counter, putting his pretty, peach-fuzzy face much too close to his daimyō’s for comfort.  “So, uh, how about that date, then?  I just bought a new Mustang.  I’d love to drive you over to my place, maybe watch some Netflix and chill on the sofa?” 
 
    Masaaki had his sword out and touching the boy under the chin in an instant, forcing his head up and away.  “The daimyō is not interested in the braying of a donkey like you.” 
 
    “Holy shit, dude!” the boy cried, backing off, hands in the air.  “That is like, so un-American.” 
 
    “He’s Japanese,” Bonnie said. 
 
    “I figured.  Christ.  Dude.”  The kid was peering at Masaaki like he’d just grown testicles on his face.  “You should take those swords from him, Bonnie.  He’s gonna get his ass arrested.” 
 
    “She can take my swords from my corpse!” Masaaki snapped. 
 
    “Yeah, man, but the law—” 
 
    “The daimyō are the law,” Masaaki growled.  “I protect the law.” 
 
    “Uh,” Bonnie said, “Sorry Josh, I really gotta go.”  She grabbed the first paper cup that the retarded barkeep had put on the counter and wrapped a dainty arm around Masaaki’s shoulder and steered him deeper into the small teahouse that she had called the ‘Sleepy Dog.’ 
 
    “He should not be talking to a daimyō like that,” Masaaki growled, as she shoved him into a booth. 
 
    Bonnie did not look pleased as she sat down in the seat across from him and set the paper cup on the table between them.  Still scowling, she took a long sip from the drink in her hand, then continued to glare at him. 
 
    “What?” Masaaki finally demanded. 
 
    “That is unacceptable.  What you did—just now—is unacceptable.” 
 
    Masaaki narrowed his eyes.  “He was offering to bed you.  Without marriage or contract of service.  In public.  You find that acceptable?” 
 
    She balked slightly.  “Well, no, uh—” 
 
    “Then it will stop,” Masaaki said. 
 
    She set her cup down too hard, shooting a tiny jet of brown foam through the small hole in the lid.  “Listen, you pain in the ass.  I’m getting you a condo and you’re getting a girlfriend.  End of story.” 
 
    Masaaki snorted.  “I don’t think so.”  He picked up the drink she had spent the whole car-drive to the ‘Sleepy Dog’ raving about and took a sip.  Expecting tea, he immediately spat it out on the floor and peered into the cup, startled.  “This tastes awful!” 
 
    Slowly, Bonnie glanced down at the floor, where the brownish-white liquid was even then seeping into the green rug.  “You’re cleaning that up.” 
 
    “No, I’m not.  The peasant who made this swill will clean it up.” 
 
    “That ‘peasant’ is a United States citizen, and that ‘swill’ is one of the best lattes ever made, jackass.” 
 
    “It tastes like the burned milk of mares.” 
 
    She blinked at him for several moments, then just got up and walked off.  Masaaki had started to get out of his booth when she said over her shoulder, “Stay there.” 
 
    Masaaki stayed.  He heard a door open and close, then she came back with a wad of paper, which she dropped onto the floor and started cleaning up the swill.  Like a peasant. 
 
    Grimacing, Masaaki glanced around the room to make sure no one was looking, then leaned down and hissed, “You are humiliating yourself, daimyō.” 
 
    “What about being a good guest?” Bonnie demanded.  “That guy is our host.” 
 
    “He is an uneducated peasant who serves horrible tea when he could be working the fields or carrying a sword.  He is beneath my notice.” 
 
    She glared up at him from where she squatted on the floor.  Still scowling, she picked up the wads of brown-stained paper and dropped them in a bin on the far side of the room.  “For your information, he’s an A student in the UAA Nursing Program.  A Junior.” 
 
    Masaaki frowned.  “Then he does carry a sword?”  He hadn’t noticed a sword. 
 
    “In America, you don’t have to carry a sword to be a citizen.” 
 
    Masaaki stared at her, utterly uncomprehending.  “Then he’s a scholar?”  The Chinese had scholars who never touched a sword.  The pussies.  He liked that word.  Pussy.  Bonnie had used it on him when he didn’t want to get into the car. 
 
    “Yeah, sort of.  But no.  You’re not getting it.  Everyone here is a citizen.” 
 
    Masaaki scowled.  “Not everyone can be a citizen.  How did they earn it?” 
 
    She groaned and dropped her head to the table.  “Okay.  I’m really glad I decided to come here first before you went apeshit in the middle of the Wal-Mart men’s department.” 
 
    “Apeshit?” 
 
    “Imagine an angry ape, jumping up and down and flinging its own poo.  That’s kinda what I think of when I think of apeshit.” 
 
    Masaaki tensed.  “Did you just call me an ape, daimyō?” 
 
    “Look,” Bonnie said, lifting her head and slapping a hand on the table.  “You are going to shut up and listen for a minute.  Just take the next few things I tell you as fact and stop fucking questioning me.  First, everyone is a citizen.  Second, you can’t threaten a citizen or you will go to jail.  Third, this place doesn’t have daimyō, or whatever the hell you keep saying.  Everyone is equal.” 
 
    Masaaki snorted.  “Impossible.” 
 
    Bonnie reached out and grabbed him by the cut-open neck of his ‘robe’ and yanked him forward, until they were eye-to-eye.  “You are going to stop humiliating me or I am going to leave you behind.  Capiche?” 
 
    Masaaki didn’t understand what ‘capiche’ meant, but he got the general idea.  He reddened immediately and lowered his head in a rush of shame.  “My apologies, daimyō.”  He hadn’t realized he had been humiliating her.  That, at least, he could understand. 
 
    She grunted and let go of him.  “Okay.  Now.  You gotta learn the rules.  Unless I’m being threatened with serious bodily harm, you can’t pull a sword on anyone.  A sword is a deadly weapon, and they’ll take it from you and you’ll go to jail.  This place gets a lot of cops in on their breaks.  You really don’t want to keep waving that sword around in the presence of cops.  They got all sorts of nasty little ways to subdue dumbshits like you, including tasers and pepper spray, as well as my personal favorite, the boomstick.  Got it?” 
 
    Masaaki laughed at the idea that someone could take his swords from him.  “Clearly you have no idea what you’re dealing with, little wan-ko.” 
 
    “Fine,” she said, getting up out of her booth.  “Fine.  I’ll just let you work things out with the boomsticks.” 
 
    Remembering the thunderous sound from her parents’ bedroom and the door splintering near his head, Masaaki reached and grabbed her hand before she could depart.  “Teach me,” he muttered, feeling his face heating. 
 
    His daimyō glared down at him a moment, then reluctantly settled back into her booth.  “Okay.  So you can’t threaten anyone with swords.  Got it?” 
 
    Masaaki said yes. 
 
    “I’m sorry.  What was that?  A grunt?  I don’t know what a grunt means,” she said in a tone that told him she knew exactly what a grunt meant, but was making an issue out of it. 
 
    “It was a yes, wan-ko,” Masaaki growled.   
 
    “Then say yes.  Don’t grunt.” 
 
    Masaaki glared, but before he could retort, she lifted her hand again.  “Second, you treat everyone with respect.  Doesn’t matter if they’re a pothead at the local fast-food joint or a president at an awards banquet.  Everyone gets your respect.” 
 
    Masaaki cringed inside.  “How am I to respect an untrained chickenshit who carries no sword?”   
 
    “You will do it, or you will accept your condo and stop pestering me.” 
 
    A ‘condo,’ Masaaki had learned, on their ‘drive’ was a home attached to another home, for ease of construction.  The home of peasants.  He snorted.  “Sorry to tell you this, daimyō, but you’re a queen, and you awakened this morning.  You can’t abandon me in a condo because you will need to feed again, and soon.  Queens need many times more sustenance than a regular vampire, especially those trapped in the First Lands.” 
 
    “Keep it down!” she cried, glancing at the room around them.  She gave him a frustrated look.  “Okay, aside from this being my day off and I should be doing my homework and I still need to sleep, we need to get you some history books.  Can you read?” 
 
    “Not English.” 
 
    “Okay, eBay should have some history books in Japanese.  After we go get you some real clothes, we could drop by the local library and pick up a Japanese-to-English dictionary.  Shit, I need to make a list.”  She pulled a piece of soft folded paper from the little rack and spread it out on the table, then pulled a pen from her ‘purse’ and started making the indecipherable alien scribbles of her homeland.  “We also need to stop by the store and get you a bunch of orange juice.” 
 
    “Why?” Masaaki asked. 
 
    “Uh…”  She swallowed and looked guilty.  “‘Cause that’s what they give to people who give blood at blood-banks.”  A ‘bank,’ he had learned, was a place where someone stored coin to keep it safe from raiders. 
 
    “Blood…banks.”  Masaaki did not like the sound of that.  Uncomfortable, he said, “Then the vampires have grown more powerful than I thought.” 
 
    “Uh, no,” Bonnie said.  “I don’t think anyone knows about vampires at all.  Blood banks are to save people’s lives and put blood back into their body if they’re dying.” 
 
    Masaaki’s mouth fell open.  The world had gone on without him.  “They can do that?” 
 
    “We are off topic again,” Bonnie growled.  “Just listen, okay?  You’re not gonna figure everything out the first day.  Just shut up, stay quiet, follow where I go, and don’t shove swords at people.”  Then she frowned.  “Or in people.” 
 
    Masaaki grunted. 
 
    “Okay,” she muttered.  “Now drink your latte.  I’ll get you something to eat at a Chinese place or something.” 
 
    Masaaki tensed.  “No.  I will not join the disgusting meat-eaters in their needless killings of defenseless animals.” 
 
    Bonnie stared at him for so long that he had to re-think what he had said, trying to figure out if he had misplaced a word in this wretched language. 
 
    “Did you just say ‘needless killings of defenseless animals?’”  She was blinking at him as if he’d lost his mind. 
 
    “It is one of the core tenants of the follower of Buddha and a believer in Shinto.” 
 
    “You’re a vegetarian.”  She said it like he had proclaimed a massive, virulent growth on his forehead. 
 
    Tensing, Masaaki said, “It is not necessary to eat meat and slaughter animals when one has alternatives.  To knowingly cause such suffering is akin to what your parents did, with their harem, and will anger the kami.” 
 
    “Ooooh kaaay.”  She kept blinking at him, staring.  “You’re serious?  You’re a vegetarian?  Big badass samurai is a vegetarian.” 
 
    Masaaki glared at her.  “I’m assuming you’re not?” 
 
    “Uh.”  She cleared her throat.  “No.  It’s kind of a sissy-girl thing to be a vegetarian nowadays.” 
 
    Masaaki made a disgusted snort.  “I once again find myself in a land of barbarians.” 
 
    She stared at him for much longer than necessary before she said, “Okay.  I’ll keep that in mind.  Anything else I should know about your eating habits?” 
 
    “I will try anything that is not gruel or made from the flesh of animals,” Masaaki said.  “Your parents liked to feed me gruel and the flesh of animals.” 
 
    “How surprising.”  She sighed.  “I take it you won’t wear leather.” 
 
    “I’d rather not,” Masaaki said. 
 
    “Okay.”  She wrote something on her little piece of paper.  “Will you eat fish?” 
 
    “If there’s no other alternative.” 
 
    “No fish.  Wow.  A vegetarian.  You eat eggs?  Chicken?” 
 
    “Eggs, yes, if taken from the hen with respect.  Chicken, no.” 
 
    “Cheese?” 
 
    Masaaki grimaced.  “I find the coagulated and fermented milk of the cow to be vile.” 
 
    “Milk?” 
 
    He shuddered.  “If I have to, and only if the animal has been raised in humane conditions, with plenty of sunlight, fresh water, and grass.” 
 
    “So the tree hugger stuff.”  She tapped her pen on her paper, looking at him.  “So we head out, you follow me around like a quiet puppy-dog as we drop by a kendo dojo, get you a man-skirt, then go to Wal-Mart and get you some real clothes.  Then we stop by the little used bookstore on the main drag, get you some history books, then go grab a Japanese-to-English dictionary.  Then we go to the grocery store for some veggies.  Then we head home and I totally crash.  It’s way past my bedtime and I spent the night getting chased around by a naked dude with a sword.  I feel like I’ve been run over.  You can study while I sleep.” 
 
    Though he understood little of what she said, Masaaki had long ago learned that it was best to just nod and let the addle-brained woman rant. 
 
    She squinted at him.  “You have no idea what I just said, do you?” 
 
    “I understand that you want me to be quiet and not shove my sword through someone for inviting you to their bed in public.” 
 
    “He wasn’t inviting me to his bed,” Bonnie replied.  “Netflix is a streaming movie service.  He wanted me to watch some movies on the sofa.” 
 
    “I know the minds of young men,” Masaaki growled.  “He was inviting you to his bed.” 
 
    Bonnie sighed and dropped her head to the table again.  “Oh man,” she said, rocking her forehead back and forth and thumping it on the oak a few times.  “I can see this going so wrong.” 
 
    “You cannot have sexual escapades with young men in your condition,” Masaaki continued.  “You need to at least wait until you can learn to control your orgasms before—”  He frowned at the way she was looking at him.  “What?” 
 
    Still scowling, she got to her feet.  “We’re done talking.  You’re done talking.”  She snatched up the cup of swill.  “Follow me.  Puppy-dog style.  Quietly.  Or I swear to Odin’s hounds, I’ll drop your ass off at a gay strip club and tell them you need help getting out of your man-skirt.” 
 
    Masaaki didn’t know what that meant, but by the dark look in her eyes, he knew it wouldn’t be good.  But then she was turning and stomping out of the room much too quickly, and he had to hurry to catch up. 
 
    Bonnie hesitated only briefly at the two glass doors at the front of the ‘Sleepy Dog,’ then bit her lip and stepped out into the sunlight and the tiny stone-covered lot outside.  Once she was at the ‘Mercedes,’ she yanked the door open, then glared at him over the top.  “You didn’t bring your latte.” 
 
    “It’s swill,” Masaaki replied.  “I want real tea.” 
 
    “It’s not tea, it’s a latte,” she snapped.  “Coffee!” 
 
    “I want tea.” 
 
    “Oh for Chrissakes.  Why do I want a samurai on a caffeine buzz, anyway.”  She yanked the car door open and sat down inside, then slammed it behind her.  Masaaki flinched as she started the ‘engine’ and quickly opened the door and slipped inside before she could drive off without him. 
 
    “Seatbelt,” she ordered. 
 
    The ‘seatbelt,’ he had found, was an uncomfortable strap that clicked into place across his chest, restraining his movement and hindering access to his swords.  “I don’t want to wear a seatbelt,” he said. 
 
    “Well, I don’t want to get a ticket because you were too stubborn to wear it.  Put it on, or I swear to God, I’ll hit the eject button on your seat.” 
 
    Masaaki froze.  “Eject button?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said.  “You know, like the one they have on planes that shoots the passenger out the ceiling in case of an accident?”  She pointed at the dash.  “It’s that one right there.  All I gotta do is push it and you go flying, buster.  Put on the fucking seatbelt.  You can’t get ejected if you have your seatbelt on.” 
 
    Staring at the little black button, Masaaki put on his seatbelt. 
 
    “Thank you.”  She moved the little lever on the floor between them and the car was backing off of the slab of stone, then spinning around and driving out onto the even bigger slab of stone that was the roadway.   
 
    “What if someone bumps it by accident?” Masaaki asked.  “It’s unsafe.” 
 
    “That’s why you wear a seatbelt,” Bonnie said distractedly.  “Just wear it and shut up.” 
 
    Masaaki spent the rest of the car ride to the kendo studio staring at the button in silence. 
 
    Kendo, he discovered between questions and piecing together what he already knew, was a form of kenjutsu, but with fake wooden swords, instead of real ones. 
 
    “Why would anyone base an entire school on fake swords?” Masaaki demanded, for the fourth or fifth time.  The first four times she’d told him hadn’t really satisfied his urge to understand the uselessness of such a prospect. 
 
    She gave him an irritated look.  “I told you.  It’s about the spirit and the fun and the discipline and the physical workout.  Nobody actually kills anyone with swords nowadays.” 
 
    “Why not?” he demanded. 
 
    “Because now there’s better, more effective ways to kill someone,” she said, pulling the Mercedes into another stone-covered courtyard with other cars all around it.  “Stay in the car,” she said.  “I don’t want to have to explain the blanket again, okay?” 
 
    Masaaki grunted. 
 
    She grunted back.  Then she opened the door, pushed her way out, and slammed it behind her, popping his ears with the sudden pressure.  Masaaki watched her go, then he got out his tantō and carefully pried at the button in the dash until it gave a little snap and fell to the floor.  He grabbed it and, unbuckling his seatbelt, opened his door, got out, and hurled it across the courtyard.  Then, since he was already outside, he shut the door and decided to go see what kind of a mockery present-day sword fighting really was. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10: The Blademaster 
 
    The old Japanese kendo master was quoting prices for man-skirts when the front door opened and her blanket-wearing freak stepped into the room.  The first thing the freak did was yank his sneakers off and leave them at the pile beside the front door.  Then, grunting, he walked up and looked the kendo master up and down like he was inspecting a horse.  “Your obi is tied incorrectly.” 
 
    The ancient, five-foot Japanese dude looked down at his man-skirt, then blinked up at Masaaki.  His body was awash in an earthy brown glow, with a deeper brown lacing his muscles in what Bonnie had reluctantly decided was delicate veins and capillaries.  Nothing at all like Masaaki’s overwhelming, heart-pounding gold, but appealing and eye-catching nonetheless.  
 
    “And your pleats are loose and lifeless.” 
 
    “I told you,” Bonnie said between gritted teeth, “to stay in the car.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to stay in the car.” 
 
    “You are humiliating me again,” Bonnie growled. 
 
    “No,” the kendo master said, cocking his head at Masaaki, “he’s right.  It’s the second day I’ve worn it without folding it properly.  I’ve been too busy at the hospital.  The grandson has had pneumonia.” 
 
    “No excuse,” Masaaki said. 
 
    “Masaaki!” 
 
    The kendo master’s eyes fell to the three swords on Masaaki’s nylon-rope belt.  “Matched daishō…  Katana, wakizashi, and tantō.  Are they yours?” 
 
    Masaaki grunted. 
 
    “May I see them?” 
 
    “From a distance,” Masaaki said.  “Show me what you do here.  Prove your worth, then I may unsheathe them for you.” 
 
    Bonnie groaned and dropped her face into her hands.  “Look, I’m really sorry about my simple exchange student friend.  Let me just go take him back to the car…” 
 
    But the kendo master was giving Masaaki a strange look.  “This way.”  He turned and padded his bare feet out deeper into the studio, leaving Bonnie standing beside the clothing rack, looking at shrink-wrapped man-skirts. 
 
    “Oh goddamn it,” she muttered, following. 
 
    Before she was halfway across the threshold, Masaaki spun on her and said, “Shoes, daimyō.” 
 
    Bonnie froze, then looked down at her dirty hiking boots.  “Uh,” she said, “Okay.”  She pulled them off and gingerly put them in the pile.  The kendo master was giving her a very strange look when she came jogging up. 
 
    “So,” he said, “this is our dōjō.”  He gestured at the room and his eyes again fell on Masaaki’s swords before returning to the samurai’s face.  “Are you looking to train in the art of kendo?” 
 
    “Art.”  Masaaki snorted.  “I was schooled in kenjutsu.  I don’t need wooden play-swords to pretend to be samurai.” 
 
    “Damn it, Masaaki!” Bonnie cried. 
 
    But the old Japanese man merely gave Masaaki a long look.  “Perhaps you’d like to show me?” 
 
    Masaaki grunted.  “It has been awhile.”  Now it was his turn to look a bit shamefaced. 
 
    “I take it you studied in the homeland?” 
 
    Masaaki grunted again. 
 
    The old Japanese dude burst into a huge grin and bowed.  “Shinzato Yuusuke.” 
 
    Masaaki returned the bow, but less deeply.  “Yatagarasu Masaaki.” 
 
    The ancient Japanese master hesitated in his bow.  “Yatagarasu?” 
 
    Masaaki grunted. 
 
    “That’s an…uncommon name.” 
 
    Oh shit, Bonnie thought.  Here we go… 
 
    But Masaaki just ignored him.  “I take it you have more than one fake nihontō?” 
 
    The ancient man, who seemingly had been somewhat lost in thought, jerked.  “Of course we have spare shinai.”  He turned to retrieve two leather-wrapped wooden swords from where they were leaning in a stack against the wall.  “We are between classes.  Would you like armor?”   
 
    Masaaki snorted his disdain, which made the old man grin.  He gestured at the huge wooden floor.  “Wherever you feel comfortable.” 
 
    Masaaki grunted and strode purposefully out to the center of the practice area, then took up a stance that made the old man hesitate.  “That is an old style,” the master noted. 
 
    “Whenever you are ready, grandfather.” 
 
    “Oh for Chrissakes,” Bonnie muttered under her breath, but the wizened old Japanese man didn’t seem to notice.  He circled Masaaki thoughtfully, then said, “Would you like me to go easy on you?” 
 
    “I will piss on your ancestors’ graves if you try to coddle me, grandfather.” 
 
    Shinzato Yuusuke smiled.  “Ah.”  Then he lunged, and in an instant, the dojo was filled with the ringing snap of bamboo swords slapping together, as well as the loud shouts of the two men as they made their attacks.  Bonnie actually felt her jaw start to drop at how fast the two men were, as they spun and twisted and backed and leapt.  As far as she could tell, neither of them were gaining any ground, nor gaining much in the way of hits. 
 
    They whirled and danced, much like ballerinas in baggy clothing.  Bonnie felt herself mesmerized by the beauty and form, the way their bodies seemed to mesh with the weapons they carried, the sword becoming a part of themselves. 
 
    Then the old man scored a sudden, resounding hit on Masaaki’s right arm, making the tip of his sword droop as Masaaki hissed. 
 
    Apparently, that was enough of a demonstration for both of them, because they both lowered their swords and bowed.  When they returned, Masaaki looked thoroughly sheepish—and the old man looked like a kid in a candy store. 
 
    “It’s been a long time,” Masaaki muttered, handing the old man back his sword. 
 
    “You are very good!  Where did you learn?” Shinzato Yuusuke asked, as he returned the bamboo swords to the pile. 
 
    “Many places,” Masaaki grumbled, rubbing his arm.  “Japan.” 
 
    Shinzato Yuusuke bowed, then glanced again at the swords on his hip.  “May I see them now?  Or did that not suffice?” 
 
    At the obvious longing in his face, Bonnie realized, stunned, that the old man had just spent twenty minutes slapping sticks together with Masaaki simply to earn the right to see his swords. 
 
    Nodding, Masaaki dropped into a kneeling position in front of the master.  The old man followed, kneeling in front of him. 
 
    With obvious reverence, Masaaki took the three swords from their sheaths and laid them carefully upon the floor in front of him, biggest to smallest.  As soon as the first blade came from its sheath, its blade and handle engraved with golden birds, the old man sucked in a sudden breath of air through his teeth.  When the second and third followed, he went into a strange, still silence.  He made no move to touch the swords. 
 
    Eventually, the old man said, “Those almost look like Masamune.” 
 
    “They should,” Masaaki growled.  “I paid him well enough.”  After another couple minutes of silence, he reached out and retrieved the swords, sliding them one after another into their wooden sheaths. 
 
    For a moment, the old man’s eyes widened slightly.  His eyes reluctantly returned to Masaaki’s face.  “Are you looking for a new place to learn, Yatagarasu?” 
 
    Masaaki sighed and got to his feet.  “I’m looking for a man-skirt.  I can’t stand the clothing they have nowadays.  Too restrictive.” 
 
    “Man-skirt.”  Shinzato Yuusuke glanced at Bonnie, who blushed so hard she felt it in her ears. 
 
    “Uh…” she said, “he was being difficult.” 
 
    “Your hakama,” the old man said, giving Bonnie a pointed look, “is out in the entry.  Take your pick.  And take a kendogi, as well.  It’s been some time since I’ve had such an enjoyable bout.  Please return if you find your path crossing the step of my humble dōjō.” 
 
    Masaaki grunted and bowed, deeper this time.  “I would enjoy the practice.  It has been a long time.” 
 
    The kendo master returned the bow so deeply he was almost parallel to the floor. 
 
    Then Masaaki straightened, grunted again and walked toward the door.  “Come, daimyō.” 
 
    “Um,” Bonnie said, as the kendo master gave her that funky look again.  She made an awkward bow.  “Thank you for your time.” 
 
    Masaaki took a couple shrink-wrapped packages from the front room, then stepped back into his sneakers and confidently strode back to the car, Bonnie quickly on his heels. 
 
    “Um, Masaaki?” she asked, as she got back behind the steering-wheel of the Mercedes.  The old man was watching them through one of the huge dōjō windows.  “What does daimyō mean, exactly?  Every time you said it, he gave me a funny look.” 
 
    “Warlord,” Masaaki said distractedly, settling into the seat beside her.  “How do I get these open?” 
 
    She turned to glare at him.  “You called me ‘warlord’ in front of a withered old Japanese dude?”  That was it—she officially felt like strangling him. 
 
    Masaaki made that little grunt of dismissal and went back to scraping his fingernails against the shrink-wrap.  Deciding to let him screw with the packaging on his own, Bonnie reached for her drink in the cup-holder, then stopped when she saw the hole in her dash, with nice little sword-marks in the deluxe vinyl. 
 
    “Masaaki,” she said slowly, “what is that?” 
 
    “I removed the temptation to eject me,” Masaaki said.  “No more seatbelt necessary.”  He gave her a smug look. 
 
    “That,” Bonnie said, “was the air-conditioning, you jackass.” 
 
    He looked at the hole in her dash, then looked at her, then shrugged.  “You told me it was the ejection button.” 
 
    “Put your seatbelt on.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She was so angry she could only sit and stare at the hood of the car and fume for several minutes as he struggled with the packaging on his new clothes.  “You don’t want to wear a seatbelt?” Bonnie demanded.  “Fine.”  She put the car into reverse, spun it around in a circle, then slammed on the breaks, making the tires squeal and the ill-begotten kendogi go flying across the car to the backseat.  Then she stomped on the gas, making the tires squeal, and raced the few hundred feet to the stop-sign, at which point she stomped on the brake again, driving the samurai’s face into the dash. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, he was wearing his seatbelt and scowling at her, hunched against the door, as she drove them to Wal-Mart. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 11: Wal-Mart 
 
    “I don’t like them.”  It was the first thing Masaaki had said to her since she’d flung him bodily up onto the dash with yet another abrupt stop.  “They look like what your father wore.” 
 
    “They’re called jeans, and of course they look like what my father wore.  My father wanted to blend in.  This is what everybody wears around here.” 
 
    “Too restrictive,” Masaaki said again.  He had tried on over a dozen different pairs of pants and found all of them lacking. 
 
    Bonnie sighed.  “Okay,” she said, “what would Chuck Norris do?” 
 
     Masaaki stopped peering at the miniskirt-clad black woman pushing her basket and child through the men’s aisle and turned to frown at her.  He pointed behind him and said, “Is that woman a slave?  She is wearing no clothes.” 
 
    Bonnie waved off his question.  “Chuck Norris,” Bonnie said.  “You know.  Like the greatest martial-artist ever?” 
 
    Masaaki gave her a blank look.   
 
    “Oh my God!” Bonnie squealed.  “We have got to get you educated.  He is so my hero.  You know, when Chuck Norris does pushups, he doesn’t push himself up.  He pushes the ground down.”  She made a pushing motion at the floor. 
 
    The samurai continued to peer at her. 
 
    “Oh, oh,” Bonnie squealed, “How about this one…  Chuck Norris has never laughed in the face of death—he finds nothing amusing about his own reflection.” 
 
    Slowly, Masaaki said, “So…this man is dangerous.” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Bonnie said, “Totally.  Chuck Norris once stabbed a knife with a human being.” 
 
    For a long moment, Masaaki only stared at her.  Then, slowly, his face eased into a tentative smile.  “I see.” 
 
    “Or how about this one…  Chuck Norris does not fart.  Nothing escapes Chuck Norris.” 
 
    Masaaki laughed, grinning, now.  “I need to meet this man.” 
 
    “You wish,” Bonnie said.  Then she glanced back at the jeans racks.  “But if Chuck Norris could do all those kicks in jeans and cowboy boots without splitting seams, I’m sure we can find you something.”  Then she frowned.  “Then again, maybe it’s just because he’s Chuck Norris.” 
 
    They did find something, it turned out, called Action Jeans, which had an extra diamond of cloth sewn into the crotch to give it more movement, plus was looser in key areas, allowing a full range of movement.  This time, when Masaaki made a tentative kick, his leg didn’t stop halfway.  Bonnie’s eyebrows went up at the way his foot went well over her head and then stayed there.  “Uh…you sure kept your flexibility.” 
 
    Masaaki snorted.  “Imagine the most painful positions you can be strapped into and left for a few days, and you’ll begin to understand.  It only made it worse that they knew I was former samurai.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “So,” Masaaki said, dropping his leg.  “A shirt.” 
 
    They ended up getting him several sets of Action Jeans and a wide range of T-shirts, button-ups, sweaters, jackets…and a pair of sandals. 
 
    “Those aren’t going to last through the winter,” Bonnie said, giving the sandals a dubious look. 
 
    “They’ll be fine,” Masaaki said.  “I will just wear thicker tabi.” 
 
    “No, you don’t understand,” Bonnie said.  “This is Alaska.  We hit negative thirty-five here in town, at least a couple times a year.” 
 
    Masaaki shrugged, but showed no interest in the boots.  “Too restrictive,” he insisted.  It seemed to be his excuse for everything he didn’t want to do, but after seeing him put his foot about ten inches above her head and hold it there while twisting under himself to look at the seam of his leg, she wasn’t going to complain. 
 
    “Okay,” Bonnie said, piling it all into the cart.  “Checkout time.  Get behind me.  Puppy-dog-style.  And say nothing, got it?  That’s your Golden Rule from now on.  Keep your mouth shut.” 
 
    Masaaki grunted, but fell into place behind her.   
 
    Checkout proceeded rather smoothly, until Masaaki forgot the Golden Rule when the African-American lady in the mini-skirt pulled into line behind them and, because she was talking on a cell phone and reaching for a pack of gum, accidentally bumped him with her cart.  Masaaki violently shoved the cart backwards—thankfully sans kid—and said, “In my country, slave, people would be beheaded for not respecting the body of a samurai.” 
 
    “Masaaki!” Bonnie cried. 
 
    “I don’t care if you say there are no slaves in this country,” Masaaki retorted.  “She dresses like a cheap Chinese harlot and she hit me with her cart.” 
 
    “Excuse me?!” the black woman demanded, her voice rising several pitches, lowering her phone from her ear as she stared at Masaaki.  “What did you call me, you racist piece of shit?”  Her shriek rang throughout the Wal-Mart like a siren going off, and everyone, in every line, stopped moving, speaking, doing anything to stare. 
 
    Feeling the stares of almost a dozen people, Bonnie felt herself go crimson.  She grabbed Masaaki, steered him further down the checkout line, and put herself between him and the woman with her cart, who had stopped talking on the phone and was staring at them, jaw agape.  
 
    “I said—” Masaaki began, matter-of-factly. 
 
    Bonnie stomped on his sandaled foot. 
 
    “You know this guy?!” the black lady demanded. 
 
    “Um,” Bonnie said, blushing furiously.  “I’m really sorry.  It’s my retarded cousin from Japan and he’s got a lot to learn about American culture…” 
 
    “You can basically see her womanhood,” Masaaki called, over her shoulder.  “What kind of society is this, anyway?  Women walk around asking men to look at their private parts?  No wonder she carts around a small mongrel child.  Her parents probably couldn’t even arrange a proper marriage with her own species.” 
 
    The black woman’s eyes widened and she yanked her cart out of the line and immediately put her phone to her ear and said, “Hold on, I need to call you back.” 
 
    “He’s very sorry,” Bonnie insisted.  “He’s autistic.  Tourettes.” 
 
    “No I’m not,” Masaaki said.  “She dresses like a tramp from—” 
 
    Bonnie swiveled on him.  “You.  Shut.  Your.  Mouth.  Or I will leave you here.”  She was so angry she was shaking. 
 
    He must have believed her, because Masaaki went silent. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Bonnie said, feeling the stares hitting her from all sides.  She hastily slapped several hundred-dollar bills on the counter in front of the cashier, well over what she owed.   
 
    “But your balance was only two-thirty-seven…” the cashier began, holding up the six hundred-dollar bills. 
 
    “Pay for her stuff with the change,” Bonnie said hastily, gesturing at the cart of the woman Masaaki had humiliated.  To the miniskirt-wearing woman, she said, “I am so sorry for his behavior.  I never knew I’d be bringing such a rude asshole into my home.  I’m like two seconds from kicking him out forever.”   
 
    “Should’ve done it already, you ask me,” the African-American woman said, though she seemed a bit mollified by Bonnie’s gesture.   
 
    Bonnie collected up the bags, shoved half at the samurai, and started walking towards the front door, so angry and humiliated she wanted to just drop everything, bolt back to the car, and drive off without him. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 12: Shopping with Satan 
 
    By the time they got back to the Mercedes, Masaaki was looking somewhat nervous.  “I shamed you again.” 
 
    “Yep.”  Unlocking the car, Bonnie yanked open the door, tossed the bags into the back, then slid into the driver’s seat and jerked the car door shut behind her.  She grabbed the steering wheel with both hands and stared out at the parking lot beyond, so furious she was unable to speak. 
 
    Very carefully, Masaaki put his bags into the back, then slid into the passenger seat beside her and pulled the door shut with a soft thump.  She heard the click as he buckled himself in. 
 
    Several minutes passed as they just sat in place in the Wal-Mart parking lot before he said, “I’m sorry, daimyō.” 
 
    Bonnie held up a palm and continued to stare at the bumper of the big truck parked in front of them, fighting with the urge to tell him to get out of the car and find someone else to harass.  After several more minutes of silence, she said, “If you ever do anything like that again, you’re dead to me.” 
 
    Masaaki paled.  “What did I do?” 
 
    Bonnie groaned and stared at the ceiling of the car.  Of course he didn’t even fucking know.  Because he was from fourteenth century Japan, one of the most xenophobic cultures in all of history.  It was approximately the difference between wearing raw animal skins living in the Amazon jungle and wearing diamonds and pearls living in a New York high-rise.  The differences were…almost too much to comprehend. 
 
    “Just don’t talk to people,” Bonnie said.  “Let me do the talking.  You humiliate me again and we’re done.”  She put the key into the ignition and started the engine.  Then she backed the car out of the lot and got it headed back towards Eagle River.  Beside her, thankfully, Masaaki said nothing. 
 
    He actually stayed in the car at the library when she told him to—which was good, because Bonnie was pretty sure that they wouldn’t have allowed swords inside a government building—but, once he saw the dictionaries she brought back from inside the library and dropped into his lap, insisted on accompanying her on their next stop at the used book store.   
 
    “You say an entire room filled with these?” Masaaki cried, holding up a dictionary.  “I will see it.”  There was no meek, ‘Please let me come with you, daimyō,’ or ‘I’ll be good, daimyō,’ just, ‘I will do what I want and you can’t stop me.’ 
 
    Bonnie, who wanted to tell him to stay in the car, but who, while she was pretty sure she could lock him inside, remembered his fist going through the window of her Dodge Dart, reluctantly gave in to his sudden vehemence. 
 
    Bonnie justified giving in by deciding to make this a dual-stop, since she knew the little used book store had a small bathroom in the back, and the next time Masaaki had an outburst, she didn’t want him dressed like a homeless bum.  She was pretty sure that store managers would be less likely to toss them out on their ear if he was wearing something respectable, instead of a folded-over blanket and braided nylon rope. 
 
    Grabbing the kendogi and hakama from the backseat—because she really didn’t think she could put up with an argument about ‘restrictive, immodest clothing’ right then—she got out of the Mercedes and waited for Masaaki to follow her to the door of the bookstore before putting a hand to his chest and stopping him.  “They’ve got a place for you to change into these in the back,” she said, holding up the garments.  “Once you’re done, I’ll show you the history section and you are going to be utterly respectful and quiet in this place, do you understand?  I am friends with the owner.  Do not make an ass out of yourself.  I’ll fucking lose it.  You do not want to see me when I fucking lose it.” 
 
    Masaaki lowered his head in a respectful nod.  “As you say, daimyō.” 
 
    She slapped the kendogi and hakama to Masaaki’s chest.  “Okay.  Let’s go.”  She turned and wrenched the door open and led him inside. 
 
    Bonnie headed toward the bathroom in the back, but as soon as Masaaki stepped through the door, he stumbled to a halt just inside the threshold.  “Spirits of the ancestors,” Masaaki whispered, stopping inside the room to stare.  Not willing to leave him alone at the entrance, Bonnie gave him an irritated tug on his arm.  “This way.”  To the bookstore owner, a perpetually cheerful blonde named Cindy, she said, “He’s gotta use your bathroom.  He’s got a tournament coming up and we finally found him a gi.” 
 
    “Wow, Bonnie?” Cindy asked, stepping from behind the counter.  Her entire body glowed a soft green, with slightly darker green spiderwebs laced throughout, though extremely muted in comparison to Masaaki’s.  Almost the difference between Easter-egg pastel and eye-searing neon.  “You’re in a freakin’ T-shirt!” 
 
    “Started a new therapy that they put together out of Japan,” Bonnie said.  “In return, I’ve gotta show Masaaki, here, how to fit in over here in the States.  Kind of a cultural exchange thing.” 
 
    “Oh wow,” Cindy said, “that’s awesome—I’m so happy for you!  By all means, yeah, bathroom’s in the back.” 
 
    “This way, Masaaki.”  She tugged him again. 
 
    Masaaki stumbled after her, looking to be in some sort of shock.  He kept staring up at the shelves, mouth agape, not even looking where she was leading him. 
 
    Bonnie led him through the maze of bookshelves to the back of the building, where there was a small bathroom set into the far wall.  “Okay,” she said, stopping.  “You do know how to use a bathroom, right?” 
 
    Masaaki tore his eyes from the books and stared at her.  “There’s hundreds of them.” 
 
    “Bathroom,” Bonnie said.  “Can you use it?” 
 
    Blinking at her, he said, “Your parents were not fond of cleaning up excrement.”  Like he had absolutely no idea why she was asking him about bathrooms. 
 
    “Okay,” Bonnie said, pushing the door wide for him.  “Go in there, change—” she tore open the packaging on the two uniform pieces, then handed them back to him, “—and come out when you are decent.” 
 
    Still staring at the books, Masaaki numbly took the uniform and stepped inside.  And, because he made no move to shut the door before he started untying his rope ‘belt’, Bonnie flipped on the light and pulled the bathroom door shut for him. 
 
    Bonnie heard the packaging rustle on the other side, followed by thumping and bumping against wall, toilet, and linoleum that began to make her anxious.  She swallowed, hard, and tried to distract herself with a romance book off the shelf right beside the door, but all she could hear, see, or think about was the sound of fabric moving behind the door, and the appealing gold glow of the yatagarasu’s body as he made his contortions inside the room. 
 
    Stop spying on him, Bonnie reminded herself, realizing that this must be what having X-Ray vision was like.  She quickly went back to reading and re-reading the back cover of the romance novel. 
 
    Then Masaaki stepped from the room dressed all in pleated and folded blue and black cotton, swords tucked against his side, looking every inch the samurai, and Bonnie’s mouth fell open.  Her heart gave a few startled thumps as she watched him smooth down the gi along his front, snapping it tight under his sash. 
 
    “Oh.”  She said, swallowing hard. 
 
    Masaaki didn’t seem to notice the way her heart was suddenly pounding through her ribcage.  Instead, he was frowning down at the uniform he wore.  “It is much different than what I wore before.  Plainer.  Perhaps someday, daimyō, we can afford to buy me some embroidered silk?” he asked, only then lifting his silver-brown eyes to look at her hopefully. 
 
    Oh yes.  She could afford that. 
 
    Mouth open, Bonnie just nodded. 
 
    Masaaki frowned at her.  “Are you feeling all right?  You look pale.” 
 
    “Fine,” she managed. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at her.  “You’re feeling the need to feed again, aren’t you?” 
 
    “No,” Bonnie blurted.  “No, not at all.” 
 
    “Don’t lie to me, daimyō,” he growled.  “It’s dangerous if you walk around hungry.” 
 
    “Not lying,” she squeaked, feeling herself flush.  “Not hungry.” 
 
    He peered at her suspiciously a long moment, then grunted and returned his attention to his kendogi.  “I do like it.  Very easy to move in.”  Without warning, he snapped out a kick over the nearby bookcase, then brought his leg down again with a satisfied nod.  He shoved the wad of blanket, rope, and tennis shoes at her.  “It will do.” 
 
    “You look…” Bonnie swallowed, trying to find the words.  “Better.”  Not like a bum. 
 
    “Thanks.”  He walked up to her and examined the section of romance novels where Bonnie was standing.  Randomly pulling one from the shelf, he saw the partially-clad, pale-skinned woman draped over the hunky Native American on the front cover, then made a startled sound and stared down at it, putting distance between it and his face in much the same manner one would avoid a snake.  Then, very slowly, he put it back on the shelf. 
 
    Clearing his throat, his eyes continuing to scan the entwined lovers emblazoned on the spines of the shelf, he said, “Somehow, I don’t think this is the history section, daimyō.” 
 
    Bonnie, who was still staring at the elegant movement of his body when he wasn’t naked or dressed in a cut-up blanket, felt herself flush.  She hurriedly put the romance novel back on the shelf, coughing embarrassedly.  “No.  Uh.  History is this way.”  She quickly turned and led him to the history section. 
 
    Immediately, she was rewarded with Masaaki’s gasp of appreciation.  He fell into a squat in front of the shelf and pulled a large illustrated history of the world book from the top.  She watched him as his eyes began to scan the pictures of war—lots of war, she realized—agriculture, technology, culture, and architecture.  His fingers moved across the pages, flipping through much too fast to be actually reading, soaking in the pictures.  After a few minutes, he paused, hunching forward, no longer flipping randomly through the book.  It was a picture of a cherry tree, in full blossom, over a little covered bridge with a pond.  Right beside it was the heading, JAPAN.  He wasn’t reading the title, however, he was looking at the tree.  She saw something fall onto the page, and it took Bonnie a startled moment to realize his breathing was irregular. 
 
    Gingerly, Bonnie squatted beside him.  “You want that one?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    Bonnie glanced at the shelves, then pulled out a few more that weren’t heavy reading and added them to a pile beside his leg.  “Anything else you’re interested in?  History and…?” 
 
    Masaaki seemed to steady himself, then slowly closed the book and put it atop the pile.  “Japan,” he said softly.  He wiped his eyes before he looked at her.  “The shogun.  Weaponry advances.  Kendo.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s look.”  She wandered the shelves for several minutes, Masaaki close at her side, before she found a couple mostly-picture books on Japan, and one on Japanese history.  She added those to the collection they were forming, then went looking for martial arts instruction.  She grimaced when, upon seeing the three dozen books on karate, jujitsu, kendo, judo, kenjutsu, Tai Chi, yoga, Tae Kwon Do, Kung Fu, kickboxing, sumo, and a bunch of other martial arts instruction manuals, Masaaki wrapped his arms around the entire shelf and took them all. 
 
    “We have enough,” he said, after that. 
 
    “Indeed,” she said, trying not to contemplate just how much of her parents’ money she was about to spend.  It actually took three trips to get all the books to the front counter. 
 
    “Wow,” Cindy said, looking Masaaki up and down.  “A martial artist, eh?” 
 
    “Samurai,” Masaaki replied. 
 
    “Oh, of course.”  Cindy winked at Bonnie, then started ringing up the books.  Three hundred and forty dollars later, they were all loaded in the back of the Mercedes and Masaaki was flipping through a manual on karate as Bonnie drove them to the grocery store.   
 
    “We need to get back home soon,” she said, as they pulled into the parking-lot.  The sun was already starting to set on the horizon, and she was getting dizzy with the need for sleep.  “I’m so tired I feel like puking.  What about you?” 
 
    “I don’t need to sleep,” Masaaki said distractedly.  He was angling the karate manual up so that he could still read it in the dying sunlight. 
 
    She sighed.  “Well, that’s nice.  Don’t need to sleep, don’t need to eat.  Whatever do you do with your time?” 
 
    “Study,” Masaaki said, turning a page, looking utterly absorbed. 
 
    Watching him for a long moment, Bonnie realized he was serious.  Finally, she said, “If I enroll you in a few of those classes, will you promise not to stab anyone?” 
 
    He made a grunt. 
 
    “What does a grunt mean, Masaaki?” 
 
    “I said yes!” he muttered, looking up at her for the first time. 
 
    Bonnie considered.  “Fine.  I will enroll you.  It’ll give you something to do while I’m in my other classes.” 
 
    “You will take them with me,” Masaaki said, returning his attention to the book.  “It is unseemly for a warlord to be untrained in the arts of war.” 
 
    Bonnie’s mouth fell open.  “I’m going to college.  I don’t have time to take martial arts lessons.”   
 
    “College?” 
 
    “University,” Bonnie said.  “They’re teaching me to be a nurse.” 
 
    Immediately, Masaaki stiffened.  “You will not be a nurse.” 
 
    Bonnie’s eyes narrowed and she was about to tell him how far he could take that male chauvinistic bullshit and shove it up his ass when he followed that with, “The scent of blood will often trigger a newly-awakened vampire to strike, in the early years.” 
 
    Bonnie’s mouth formed a little O.  She thought about having to explain to a doctor why she had just grown bony protrusions from her wrists and jabbed them into an unsuspecting, blood-covered ER admit already dying of acute lead poisoning.  Then she considered just how badly she really wanted to be wiping butts and giving IVs for the rest of her life, then thought of the roomful of cash in her parent’s house. 
 
    “I can see where that might get to be a problem,” Bonnie said reluctantly.  Clearing her throat uncomfortably, she opened the door and got out of the car.  She grabbed the sandals from the backseat and handed them to him.  “Put those on.  This place has a no-shoes policy.” 
 
    “You don’t want me to stay and guard the books?” Masaaki asked, sounding utterly serious. 
 
    Bonnie frowned and lowered her head to peer through the open door.  Where an intelligent person would have said, yes, please, stay here and guard those very important half-priced used books while I procure us some food, Bonnie blurted, “Why would I want you to do that?” 
 
    “Someone might try to steal them,” Masaaki said.  “You keep telling me to keep an eye on my swords because someone might steal them.” 
 
    Which was, unfortunately, an unhappy truth when dealing with the public.  Yet Bonnie still didn’t understand.  “They’re used books.  Who cares?  They take them, we’ll get you more.”  She was actually more worried about his Action Jeans, because she really didn’t want to have to go back to that Wal-Mart for the next decade. 
 
    Masaaki frowned down at the books, then up at her.  “They’re not valuable?” 
 
    Bonnie shrugged.  “Knowledge is power, I guess.  You can stay here and watch them, if you want, but as much as I hate to say it, I’d kinda like to have you along to help pick out food.  I’m running on fumes, here.  I think I’d go apeshit on you if I brought back a couple hundred in groceries and you told me the grapefruit was too restrictive.” 
 
    He grinned slowly.  “Apeshit, eh?” 
 
    “Yes.  Totally.  Apeshit.”  She had to share his grin.  “You coming?” 
 
    Masaaki unbuckled himself and got out of the car.  As he shut the door, Bonnie said, “Stay with me, and remember the Golden Rule.  Don’t talk, and don’t pull your sword.  Ever.  Get me?” 
 
    Masaaki made a face.  “As you wish.” 
 
    “I do wish.”  She locked the car and headed toward the front entrance of the supermarket. 
 
    He grunted and fell into stride beside her. 
 
    Right off the bat, Masaaki started getting double-takes from grocery-laden shoppers as they passed, headed to the parking-lot.  Several adults outright stared, and at least a dozen kids pointed. 
 
    “You are so wearing jeans next time we go out,” Bonnie gritted. 
 
    Masaaki grunted, and again, she wasn’t sure if it was an agreement or a dismissal.  She frowned at him, then stepped through the automatic rolling doors and grabbed a cart.  She had to wait impatiently as Masaaki played with the motion-detector, drawing even more stares, before he caught up with her inside the store. 
 
    “Who is manning the door?” Masaaki said, jogging up beside her. 
 
    “Elves,” Bonnie said.  “Stay close.”  The grocery store was packed, and in all black, sporting swords, Masaaki was standing out like a sore thumb. 
 
    “Elves?!” Masaaki cried, twisting to peer back at the double-doors.  Before he could turn to go back, Bonnie grabbed him by the belt and started tugging him after her.  “First up, fruit,” she said, stopping at the displays of oranges and apples.  “You eat fruit.”  She gestured at the collected foodstuffs.  “Pick your poison.” 
 
    She realized afterwards that that probably hadn’t been the best thing to say, given the situation, because she spent the next ten minutes trying to persuade Masaaki that none of the ‘grotesquely massive’ fruits were, in fact, poisonous. 
 
    “They are much larger than I remember,” Masaaki muttered, lifting an apple from the stand and peering at it. 
 
    “Modern cultivars and fertilizer,” Bonnie said.  “Probably taste a lot different, too.” 
 
    Before she could stop him, Masaaki bit into the apple and tasted it. 
 
    “You can’t do that!” Bonnie cried, snatching it away from him—or trying to.  He quickly hefted it out of her reach before she could get to it. 
 
    “Why not?” Masaaki asked, chewing.  “It’s the first real food I’ve tasted in centuries, aside from the meal they served on the train in Texas.” 
 
    Realizing they were attracting the attention of the produce grocery employees—and that Masaaki was holding a half-chewed apple up for the entire store’s inspection—Bonnie gritted, “Masaaki.  Give me the apple.” 
 
    There must have been something illuminative in her tone, because he slowly lowered the apple to her outstretched hand, looking at her like she’d just grown fangs. 
 
    “Thank you,” Bonnie said.  She pulled out a plastic produce-bag, flipped it open, and stuffed the half-eaten apple inside.  “Go find more.  Touch all you want, but don’t taste.”  She dropped the apple in the cart. 
 
    He was still glaring at her.  “How are you supposed to tell if it’s any good if you can’t taste it?  We can just pay for what I eat.”  He reached for another apple. 
 
    “They go by weight, you inbred kangaroo,” she growled.  “They can’t weigh it properly it half of it is missing.” 
 
    Masaaki cocked his head at the fresh apple in his hand.  “Oh.” 
 
    “Is there something I can help you with?” an all-too-helpful female grocery store attendant asked, approaching with a cheery smile. 
 
    “Cultural differences.  I’m taking care of it,” Bonnie gritted, forcing a smile at the pretty blonde woman.  “Thanks.” 
 
    “Okay, well, let me know if you need anything.”  The woman took a really long look at Masaaki, then walked off to start arranging onions. 
 
    Under Bonnie’s watchful eye, Masaaki very carefully picked a fruit or two from each stand, or, with the smaller items like cherries, a single handful.  It took almost an hour for him to move on to vegetables, closely examining each item, asking its name in turn.  By the time they moved on to bread, Bonnie was so tired she was barely able to stay upright.  What was worse, despite his tiny quantities, pretty soon, Bonnie had a basket full of produce and other edibles. 
 
    “Okay,” Bonnie said, once they had exhausted the raw and baked foods, “you said you like tea?” 
 
    “I love tea,” Masaaki said, with such emphasis that Bonnie had to turn and see if he was being sarcastic.  He wasn’t. 
 
    “Huh.  Um, okay.”  She led him over to the tea aisle.  “Now, before you go nuts, most of this isn’t the same stuff you think of as tea.  We call ‘tea’ anything that you pour hot water over.  I’m pretty sure you’re talking about that putrescent green stuff, right?” 
 
    He turned and squinted at her.  “‘Putrescent?’” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m a coffee girl, myself.”  She sighed and glanced at the rack.  “Okay.  Let’s get you some of this, and this, and this…”  She randomly pulled eight different boxes and four canisters of loose-leaf tea off of the shelf, a little of everything, and dumped it on top of the cart.  “I am so ready for bed.  Let’s go.” 
 
    “Don’t I get to choose?” Masaaki asked, eying the tea dubiously. 
 
    “Not this time,” Bonnie said.  “Too tired.  Need sleep.  I’m probably gonna need help to keep from falling asleep on the drive back.  You’ll have to talk to me or something, keep me awake.”  She spun the cart around and started them towards check-out. 
 
    Masaaki hung back, eying the racks upon racks of tea with longing, then reluctantly followed her from the tea aisle. 
 
    They got checked out, this time with Masaaki only making a minor stir as he got up much too close to watch the cashier scan the goods over the laser, then overcharged her several times when he picked up a loaf of bread that had already passed through and swiped it over the laser six or seven times just to hear the beep. 
 
    “I don’t care,” Bonnie said, when the clerk lifted the phone to call the manager.  “Just let me pay.”  She was so running on fumes, and she still had to get gas.  She pulled out her billfold, slapped down enough cash to cover it, and didn’t even count the change when she stuffed it back into her purse. 
 
    “We already paid, Masaaki,” she said, when he picked up a pack of gum. 
 
    Freezing, giving her a wary look, the samurai slowly put the gum back on the rack. 
 
    Somehow, Bonnie got to the car, got the groceries packed into the back seat, and returned the cart to the convenient little cart-return that was about half a mile away.  By the time she finally settled into the driver’s seat, she was so tired she had to think about where she had left her keys. 
 
    In her pocket.  Duh.  She grabbed them, jammed them into the ignition, and got the car backing out of the parking-lot. 
 
    Masaaki was already once again studying the martial arts books.  “Your land is ugly, Bonnie Stanford,” he said, as he looked over the proper way to do a roundhouse kick. 
 
    Bonnie squinted at him as she drove them to the gas station.  “What?” 
 
    “Too many roads and unattended courtyards,” Masaaki said, flipping the page.  “Just flat stone.  No gardens or looking-pools.” 
 
    Bonnie grimaced.  “Well, our town had the dubious honor of being named one of the ugliest places to live in America.” 
 
    He grunted. 
 
    “They tried to spruce it up a bit after that.  Tried to hide all the concrete.  Added some brass heads of moose and bears and stuff.  Oh, and like a couple hundred concrete pillars with river-rocks stuck into them.  Still trying to figure out whose stupid idea that was.” 
 
    “It’s ugly,” Masaaki said. 
 
    Bonnie gave him a long look.  “Okay.  Tell ya what.  Tomorrow, when I’m not dead tired, I’ll take you up to Eklutna, show you what Alaska can really be like, then we can head back here and get you signed up for some classes.  Okay?” 
 
    He grunted again. 
 
    Bonnie sighed and pulled up to the pump at the service station.  Parking the car and turning off the ignition, she cracked her door.  “Look, see that pump right there?” she pointed.  “I’m going to be standing right there the whole time, so you don’t need to get out, okay?” 
 
    Masaaki looked, and she saw the consideration on his face anyway, then he grunted and went back to his karate manual. 
 
    Sighing, Bonnie stepped out of the car and thumped the door shut.  She saw Masaaki glance up to look at her, then return his attention to the book. 
 
    As Bonnie started going through the motions of filling up the Mercedes, a brown-haired guy pulled up beside her in a big, steel-gray pickup truck.  He got out of the cab on the other side of the pump, dressed in jeans and a Carhartt jacket, and grinned at her.  “Heya, Miss.”  He started fumbling with his gas-cap.  In the bed of the truck beside him was a mottled brown beast of a dog, probably a two-hundred-pounder, at least. 
 
    “Hey,” Bonnie said.  “That a mastiff?”   
 
    “Yep,” he said.  “English.  Brindle.  Ain’tcha, Angus?”  Grinning, he reached up and rubbed the big dog between the huge floppy black ears with obvious affection, to which the dog licked his face with a gigantic pink tongue.  Bonnie felt a pang of longing, wishing she could have a dog.   
 
    Then, Well, why the fuck can’t you? 
 
    Because, she told herself politely, Dogs try to eat me.  Vampire steak.  Mmmm. 
 
    The guy must’ve seen it, because he stepped back and gestured, “Go ahead and pet him.  He’s harmless.”  His pale green eyes were twinkling, almost flirty. 
 
    Bonnie winced, thinking about just how much of her arm the dog could stuff into those massive jaws.  “Uh…I dunno…”  Dogs hated her.  With a flesh-ripping, hand-mauling passion, hated her.  
 
    The guy laughed.  “Go on.  He’s a big lover-boy.” 
 
    It didn’t look like it wanted to eat her.  It was just grinning that doggy smile, drooling, begging her with its big brown eyes to step forward… 
 
    …so it could eat her?   
 
    “Oh go on,” the man laughed.  His pale green eyes were dancing.  “He wouldn’t hurt a fly.” 
 
    Oh yeah, buddy?  How about a vampire?  But, timidly, Bonnie took a step forward and reached up to give the dog a tentative scratch between the ears.  Its eyes rolled back and it started panting, obviously enjoying himself.  Bonnie giggled in surprise as it started licking her hand, then realized she was petting a stranger’s dog, at night, at a gas station.  She quickly retreated to her side of the concrete divide.  “Nice dog,” she managed. 
 
    “Yeah.  Angus is one of the good guys.”  The man finished scratching the lucky pup behind the ears and went back to the pump.  The guy’s skin was an off-color, almost silver.  God, she was tired.  She yawned and checked her watch.  Fucking twelve-oh-clock.  She hadn’t been up this long at one time since Freshman year. 
 
    “Nice night,” the guy said, as they fueled up beside each other.  He re-positioned his baseball cap on his shaggy brown matt of hair. 
 
    “Yeah,” Bonnie said.  She hated it when creepy guys tried to talk to her at night at the pump.  Granted, with a really cute dog, the guy wasn’t so creepy, but she was never good at small talk, and she still found it highly uncomfortable.  Besides, she’d heard that was how some serial killers got girls to come home with them.  Get them lovin’ on their dog, show ‘em hey, see, I pet dogs, I’m not so bad… 
 
    “You look wasted,” the guy said, yanking the green diesel nozzle of the pump from his side and slipping it into his tank.  “Night shift?” 
 
    “No, I gotta fucking babysit a yatagarasu.” 
 
    His hands hesitated on the nozzle.  Slowly, he turned back to her. 
 
    Bonnie yawned again and glanced at the numbers as they clicked continuously upward on the register.  “God, mom’s car holds a lot of gas.”  She was using her own personal debit card, which only had a couple hundred bucks on it.  She’d still been waiting reimbursement for house-sitting.  The nozzle finally clicked at forty bucks, even.  Yawning again, Bonnie put the nozzle away and took her receipt.  Then she started twisting the gas-cap back into place. 
 
    “Seeya,” Bonnie said, waving at the guy. 
 
    “Later.”  The guy stepped around the pump and watched her get into her car, which Bonnie thought was creepy, but it was late and pumping gas was boring, and the guy was probably wondering why his dog-petting routine hadn’t worked.  Putting the Mercedes into drive, she spun out of the parking lot and headed down the road.  Halfway home, she had to roll down the window, switch on the music, and get Masaaki to talk to her, just to keep from falling asleep. 
 
    When she finally parked them back at her parents’ house and started helping Masaaki unpack the groceries, she heard a big diesel truck rumble past her driveway, heading further up the mountain.  Probably the dog-musher drunk again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13:  Home Turf 
 
    Theo did a U-turn, took his truck back down the mountain, parked, and got out.  He shut the door softly.  Taking a deep breath of the pleasant alpine air, he glanced down the road in either direction.  In the half-light of almost one o’clock in an Alaskan summer, the gravel road looked an almost ghostly white against the darker trees around it.  It was dead silent except for the mosquitoes. 
 
    “That was a really shitty job you did back there,” Theo told his dog.  “You didn’t even warn me, you prick.” 
 
    The big mastiff collapsed to the bed with a disgusted grumble, making the axle creak. 
 
    “You’re punishing me for not taking you on that run.” 
 
    Angus ignored him. 
 
    Theo sighed.  Tucking his keys into his pocket, he started back up the road. 
 
    He found the driveway the new Mercedes sedan had pulled into, then ducked into the trees.  Weaving between the birch and aspen, he prayed they didn’t keep a dog.  Dogs were notoriously aggressive towards Third Landers, with Angus being the exception.  Well, Theo’s exception.  He’d found the dog six years ago, wandering the parking lot of a grocery store without tags in Soldotna.  Just having lost another of his friends to old age, Theo, out of some depressed, insane whim, he had gone to see how viciously the brindle mastiff would try to bite him.  After all, dogs hated Third Landers. 
 
    But the mottled brown dog had licked his hand.  Theo had taken him home on the spot, and the dog had henceforth made Theo the exception. 
 
    And, for some reason, a vampire queen’s exception.  The damned dog had gone utterly apeshit over the two unimportant vampires that had come rolling into town, but the moment he unwittingly comes within three feet of a queen, the dumbshit just stands there and pants and strains out over the walls of the pickup bed in an attempt to lick her face. 
 
    Maybe he was trying to eat her face.  All sneaky-like.  That made Theo feel a little better.  He simply couldn’t believe that Angus’s senses were growing that dull.  Sure, the dog was already six years old in a breed that normally didn’t live past seven, but Odin’s balls…that was just creepy.  She’d almost touched him.  He’d been so tired he’d missed her blood-web, written off the gold and silver of her and her companion as a couple really benevolent folks with a Mother Teresa energy…  Theo still had goosebumps. 
 
    Theo slipped between the trees amidst the drone of mosquitoes, listening.  He could hear the two of them talking inside.  Discussing something about dictionaries.  He crouched, waiting.  He didn’t want to get too close, lest the queen see him before she went to sleep.  He was about ninety percent sure that she was, for some reason, genuinely wasted, and was about to crash, and hard.  Which would be perfect for rescuing a yatagarasu and removing an unwanted cancer from the First Realm before it had a chance to spread. 
 
    Eventually, sure enough, the house went silent and he heard the sound of sleep. 
 
    Theo slipped closer and through the walls, he could see the shimmery, eye-searing gold web of life-essence of the yatagarasu sitting in a cross-legged position below and in front of the soft silver-gold of the vampire queen, who was stretched out on her side, probably on a bed or couch. 
 
    Silver-gold.  Which would be why Theo hadn’t noticed her silver before.  She had already drunk of the yatagarasu.  The poor bastard was already enthralled.  Damn.  That was going to make things complicated.  If he was anything like Theo, the yatagarasu likely would be sitting there on the floor, wishing he could go to the kitchen, grab a knife, and cut off the vampire’s head while she slept, yet at the same time, able to only act with devotion towards her.  Devotion and deep, crushing love. 
 
    Damn.  Well, at least without the queen awake to give commands, he had a chance of earning the yatagarasu’s cooperation by lack-of-action.  If the man was of strong enough mind, he could resist the queen’s poison enough to allow Theo to liberate him.  And, if he was anything like Theo, that was what he would desire more than anything in the world. 
 
    Still, if the man wasn’t of strong will, the poison would drive him to defend, and Theodore would find himself doing battle with a creature that could have him helpless with a mere thought. 
 
    Which meant he had to drink of the yatagarasu. 
 
    Theo despised doing it, but in this case, with the yatagarasu already enthralled, he simply couldn’t take the risk.  Watching the two webworks of light inside the house a moment longer, he went back to his truck for some rope. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Masaaki was examining a page of six different basic karate stances when he heard the strange rhythmic scratching-thumping coming from the attic.  He froze, listening.  It came and went, seemingly increasing and decreasing in volume, and it definitely was not normal. 
 
    “Daimyō,” he whispered. 
 
    “Boomstick,” she slurred.  The metal-and-wood weapon was leaning against the couch near her head.  They had argued for a good ten minutes about where she would sleep, and how close he would sit next to her when she did, before finally deciding on the living-room couch.  She had gotten out a marker and drawn a thick black line about three feet out from the couch on the hardwood floor, encircling it, and had told him that to cross the line was to ‘die by acute lead poisoning.’  Which, he had come to understand, meant by boomstick.  After hearing the explosive power of the weapon—and the shattering of the heavy wooden door that had followed—Masaaki had given it a wide berth. 
 
    “Daimyō!” Masaaki hissed again, when the strange noises continued, moving to the other side of the house.   
 
    This time, his daimyō ignored him completely and snored. 
 
    Masaaki glanced down at the black line marking the boundary she had drawn onto the floor, then considered crossing it to wake her.  Then he remembered the thunder of the boomstick and decided he didn’t really want to see what kind of horrible new magics the Third Landers had developed during his captivity.  
 
    Reluctantly, he got to his feet and went up the stairs, listening. 
 
    Scratch-scratch-scratch, thumpthumpthumpthumpthump…patterpatter…THUMP…patterpatter…thumpthump…scratch-scratch… 
 
    Masaaki hesitated at the still-deployed attic staircase, listening.  Then, slowly, he climbed the ladder. 
 
    The sound was louder, here, but the attic was empty. 
 
    Whatever it was, it was on the roof.  Masaaki listened as it thudded across the ridgeline and down the other side.  Thumpthumpthumpthumpthump…scratch-scratch…whine… 
 
    …whine? 
 
    Frowning, Masaaki scrabbled down the stairs and went to his daimyō, stopping at the black line painted over the walnut.  “Daimyō,” he said.  “I think there’s something on the roof.” 
 
    “Then go kill it and stop bugging me,” she moaned. 
 
    “Samurai would rather not kill unless it’s necessary, daimyō,” Masaaki retorted.  “Today was the first time I’ve been outside of a building in decades.  What if it’s something strange?  Maybe you would like to come with me?” 
 
    “Maybe I would like to effin’ sleep, Masaaki,” she said with a heavy moan.  “You said, if I didn’t lock you out of my bedroom, you would let me sleep.”  She was obviously only half-awake. 
 
    Masaaki grimaced, but stopped trying to rouse her.  He cocked his head and listened to the strange thumping some more, then, nervous and tense, went out the front door and walked outside.  He had to back up to the treeline to be able to see over the front porch roof, but what he saw made him freeze. 
 
    A dog was on their roof.  A big dog.  Walking back and forth over the eaves and scratching at the shingles and whining.  It obviously wanted down. 
 
    “Uh.”  Masaaki stared at that for a moment, watching the dog lumber back and forth, whining.  He walked a few paces around the edge of the house, trying to figure out how it had gotten up there.  And, more importantly, how he was going to get it down.  He made a circle around the house, looking.  There were ways, if the dog would cooperate, to get it to come down two layers of roofs and onto a small shed, from where it could probably jump down without help, but it was on the other side of the house, whining, completely oblivious to Masaaki. 
 
    He was still busy trying to puzzle out how the dog had made it onto the roof when he heard movement behind him just before something hard and heavy slammed into the back of his head, knocking him to his knees.  As Masaaki was reeling from the blow, he felt something hit him again, driving him to the ground.  Delirious, now, he felt an impossibly strong hand in his back, just under his shoulder-blade, holding his chest against the ground.  Immediately, the prick of fangs followed, then the agony as they sank into his body.  With entrance of the fangs, he felt his life-essence draining, slipping away, the fangs sapping his energy, leaving him weak and exhausted. 
 
    “No…”  Masaaki gasped and whimpered and began struggling for his hikari. 
 
    A male voice above him said, “I’m a lord.  My teeth are in you, boy.  A simple tensing of my wrist and I can take you completely.  I don’t want to, but I will.  Don’t make trouble for me and I won’t make you mine.” 
 
    Masaaki froze, all of his wits suddenly abandoning him with that one simple thought.  A lord.  He was being eaten by a lord.  Her parents had returned.  They had brought home a lord.  He was going back to the basement.  He hadn’t escaped when he had the chance and now he was going back to the basement.  All of his old terror returned in a sudden wash and he felt his body start to shake, his life-essences draining from him through the fangs in his back, the inhuman strength pinning him to the ground.  “Please no,” he whimpered.  “Please, no, no, no…”  He sucked in a sob and tried mindlessly to crawl away.  “Please…” 
 
    “Christ,” he heard the vampire growl.  “You’re almost free of this, boy.  I just need to make sure you’re not going to do anything stupid.” 
 
    “Please…”  Eating him.  They were eating him.  He was going back.  Food for vampires.  They were eating him.  He was being pinned down, unable to move while they drank their fill.  Masaaki tried weakly to push himself up, but all the energy was being drained from his limbs, sucked away as they fed.  “Please let me go,” he babbled.  “Please, please, please…” 
 
    Then the fangs were retreating, the nauseating tug as they slipped back through his skin leaving Masaaki trembling all over.  He curled into a ball as soon as the vampire released him. 
 
    “Put your wrists behind your back,” the vampire lord growled. 
 
    Panicking, now, Masaaki released his hikari and tried to get to his feet to run. 
 
    The vampire ignored the flash and caught him easily before he’d made it past his knees, wrenched him violently around, and threw him back to the ground.  “Goddamn it, boy.  Your wrists.” 
 
    “No,” Masaaki wailed, trying desperately to keep his wrists out of the vampire’s grasp. 
 
    Growling, the lord simply took them, yanked them behind him, and wrapped them with rope.  “I will avenge this,” the lord snarled, knotting the rope tight.  “Just hold on for a few minutes while I take care of the problem.”  Then he went to work on Masaaki’s feet, and not all the strength in both of Masaaki’s legs could keep the vampire from binding his ankles together once more.  His attacker then rolled him over, and for the first time, Masaaki got a good look at the lord’s gold-silver skin, his too-black eyes, the pupils stretched to the very edge of the white, felt his arms and wrists bound once more, and he lost it.  He started screaming, the mindless sound of a terrified animal. 
 
    “Shhh!  Fuck.”  The vampire yanked his overshirt off, tore off a sleeve, and forced it between Masaaki’s jaws, then tied it at the back of his head.  Feeling his jaws once more pried apart by some foreign object, Masaaki summoned his hikari again, flashing as bright as he could go, and started kicking at the lord with his bound feet. 
 
    The vampire held an arm to his eyes, but he merely grunted at the feet hitting his midsection.  “I’m helping you, damn it,” he growled.  “Just hold the fuck on.  I’m not going to enthrall you.  Damn it.  Just calm down.”  He reached out for Masaaki’s shoulder, and Masaaki, seeing the all-black of the pupil, the golden life-glow that the creature had taken from him, shuddered and squeezed his eyes shut, suffocating on the rag in absolute terror. 
 
    The lord’s touch never came.  He pulled back his hand, then turned and scowled at the house.  “Just stay right there.  I’ll fix this.  This family line dies tonight.  The fuckers will never do this again.”  Then the lord was getting up and striding towards the front door. 
 
    Somewhere in the panting terror that followed, Masaaki watched the lord yank open the front door and step inside. 
 
    Then Masaaki’s world suddenly came to a halt. 
 
    His daimyō.  The lord was here to claim his daimyō. 
 
    With that thought, Masaaki’s fear faded like smoke, blown away to reveal a crystal-clear mind.  The mind of a warrior. 
 
    Summoning his hikari again, he downformed, his body growing smaller, his wrists slipping through the bonds as his fingers sprouted feathers.  Then, as soon as his wrists and ankles were free, he stepped out of the ropes and clothes and upformed again, yanking his katana from its sheath as he moved. 
 
    The lord would die.  His daimyō was in danger and the lord would die. 
 
    He bounded up the stairs, threw open the door, and lunged inside the vampire lair.  Inside, the lord was reaching for his daimyō with his filthy hands… 
 
    Masaaki hurled himself forward and summoned his hikari, making the vampire hiss and turn. 
 
    Masaaki hit him in the head with his foot, knocking him back, away from the couch.  That he followed up with the sword, slamming the tip through his gut, then tugged up and out, severing a good portion of ribcage.  He twisted and swung again, screaming, and hit the vampire solidly in the shoulder with a downward stroke. 
 
    The vampire lord screamed and stumbled backwards, holding up his one working arm. 
 
    Masaaki put himself between his daimyō and the vampire, still keeping his hikari as blindingly bright as it would go.  The vampire stumbled, unable to see, and hit the coffee-table, sprawling.  Behind him, his daimyō was calling, “Masaaki?  What the fuck, Masaaki?” 
 
    But Masaaki was lunging again, this time aiming to take off the vampire lord’s head as he struggled to right himself, one arm hanging limply at his side. 
 
    A massive form came from the side, hitting Masaaki like a thousand pounds of lead, a painful grip on his arm dragging him to the ground.   
 
    The dog, Masaaki thought, struggling to get out from under it.  Ancestors, the dog… 
 
    But then the beast was shaking him, flinging his arm back and forth, and the sword clattered across the room.  With a cry of rage, Masaaki kicked at the beast, but it continued to hold on, shaking him and dragging him until Masaaki thought his arm would come off. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on, goddamn it?!” his daimyō shouted. 
 
    Then Masaaki looked up, saw the vampire lord on his feet by the door, good arm holding in his guts, his other arm hanging limply at his side.  He saw the hesitation in the lord’s eyes. 
 
    “Angus!” the vampire called. 
 
    The dog ignored him, continuing to savage Masaaki’s arm, throwing him back and forth like a doll, keeping him from reaching the sword. 
 
    “Angus, come.” 
 
    The massive dog started dragging Masaaki backwards, away from the sword and the vampire lord, deeper into the living-room.  Masaaki lost control of his hikari, trying to scrabble to stay near his weapon. 
 
    For a moment, it looked like the vampire would try to retrieve the katana.  Then Bonnie was gasping, her eyes finally being able to adjust to the commotion in the room.  “What the hell is this?!” she cried. 
 
    The vampire lord’s eyes flickered to Bonnie, then to Masaaki, then to his dog.  His face setting with deadly coldness, the lord turned and ran. 
 
    “Get me my sword!” Masaaki screamed, as the massive beast continued to savage him. 
 
    Bonnie scrambled to get the sword.  As she was rushing towards him with it, the dog released him suddenly, turned, and bolted deeper into the house, up the stairs.  Bonnie dumped the blade into his hands and Masaaki looked at the place where the dog had disappeared, then the front door.  A trail of blood marked the vampire’s passing. 
 
    “Stay here,” he growled.  “The dog attacks you, use the boomstick.”  He lunged to his feet and ran to follow the trail of blood. 
 
    The vampire had taken a straight line through the trees, toward the road.  Masaaki followed at a full run, his arm already healing from where the dog had torn at it. 
 
    Unfortunately, if he was healing, so was his foe. 
 
    A few minutes later, he burst onto a gravel road and saw a dark shape on the road far below, beside a big silver truck.  The vampire hesitated beside the truck, looked up at him, and Masaaki thought he saw indecision in the man’s eyes before he ducked into his vehicle and lit off the engine with a heavy rumble. 
 
    Masaaki ducked his head and ran for all he was worth. 
 
    The rear of the car started to ease away, then, with a gravel-flinging spin of its tires, it lurched forward, leaving him behind.  Masaaki ran after it, regardless, but the car proved too fast.  It pulled further and further away, until Masaaki eventually slowed to a halt, scowling.  He stood there in the road for long minutes, listening to the heavy roar as it disappeared down the hill. 
 
    Eventually, Masaaki turned and started back to the house.  Stopping at the place where the vampire had attacked him, he retrieved his kendogi and hakama and returned them to his body.  Wiping his katana on the abandoned sleeve of the vampire’s shirt, he returned it to its sheath.  Then, tucking his daishō and tantō under his obi, he went to see how his daimyō had fared with the war-beast. 
 
    He found her lounged on the stairs, petting it. 
 
    The same wretched creature that had sunk its teeth into his arm and shook him like a toy was now slumped against her on the staircase, mouth open, tongue lolling, letting her rub it behind the ears. 
 
    Narrowing his eyes, Masaaki drew his katana and started forward.  Immediately, the dog’s tongue stopped lolling and it started to growl. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she cried, jumping up between them as Masaaki started up the stairs. 
 
    “That thing belongs to the vampire,” Masaaki snarled.  “The vampire that ate of me.   Get out of my way.  It’s going to die.” 
 
    But the stubborn, soft-hearted woman held her ground.  “You are not killing this dog.” 
 
    “That dog ripped up my arm!” Masaaki screamed.  He jabbed his katana at the open door.  “And he allowed a vampire lord to escape!  He dies!” 
 
    “He was just doing what he was told,” she retorted.  “He’s a good dog.” 
 
    He’s a good dog…  “Of all the mindless, idiotic things I’ve ever heard a woman say!” Masaaki snapped.  “The animal belongs to the enemy.”  He went to shove past her.  “Get out of my way.” 
 
    She pushed him back.  And flung him down the stairs.  With a single shove. 
 
    Masaaki uncurled from where he had collapsed into a painful pile at the base of the stairs, groaning.  On the stairs above him, the woman had her hand to her open mouth, in obvious shock.  “Oh God, I am so sorry!” she cried.  “I had no idea…” 
 
    Angry, now, Masaaki lunged back to his feet.  “You want to protect the beast that just aided your enemy?  Fine.  I will be outside on the front porch, awaiting the dawn.  Be sure to scream when it assaults you.”  Then he turned on heel and stormed out of the house, so angry he was shaking. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Half an hour later, once he was sure he was not being pursued, Theo pulled off the road, put the truck into park, and shut off the engine.  Slumping forward against his dash, he let out a wretched breath of pain and loss.  Angus…  The first dog that he’d found in eight hundred years not to immediately bite his hand on contact, and he’d just left him to die.  Like a coward.  After Theo used him as a distraction.  Theo’s gut clamped with guilt and he had to fight down the wrenching in his chest.  He’d just given up his best friend to monsters.  Because he was too much of a coward to fight the yatagarasu head-on.  He had to use Angus as a prop.  Six years of companionship, and Theo had just used him as a diversion and then left him behind, all-too-sure of his triumph in the whole affair. 
 
    Now who’s getting cocky, jackass? 
 
    Theo pulled a trembling hand from his guts and looked down.  The glinting gray ropes of intestine were still visible through the sticky red, though the wound was closing slowly.  Much too slowly.  The cut in his shoulder was likewise healing slowly, the downward slice almost hitting his left nipple, exposing the white notches of bone, the pulsing of organs underneath.  At this pace, it would be days before his right arm worked properly again. 
 
    Enchanted steel, Theo realized, horrified.  The yatagarasu had attacked him with enchanted steel.  Specific-made to kill Third Landers.  Why the fuck was the vampire queen allowing him to carry enchanted steel?!   
 
    Yet, even if it hadn’t been enchanted, the yatagarasu had almost killed him.  Theo had been down, blind, unable to see.  One more swing… 
 
    And Angus had given his life to save him.   
 
    Theo felt the rage bubbling up from within and he almost turned his truck around and set it on a collision-course for the queen’s living room, wounds or no. 
 
    No, he told himself.  To make the best out of Angus’s sacrifice, he needed his rest.  With the yatagarasu guarding the queen, he needed to prepare, to plan.  He still didn’t want to kill the First Lander, despite the fact he was now gazing at his own intestines.  The enthralled did strange things when suffering a queen’s poison, and Theo didn’t hold his actions against him.  He couldn’t, having been in that position before, knowing the desperation, the mindless love for something he infinitely hated. 
 
    He did, however, hold it against the queen. 
 
    He had to find a way to separate them.  The queen seemed rather oblivious and lazy.  If the yatagarasu was removed from the equation, killing her would be easy.  Yet that made Theo wonder…why was his light unbound?  As dangerous as a yatagarasu was to a vampire, there was no need for the queen to leave him his power.  Even enthralled, he was a danger to her, and the First Lander’s blood had the same exquisite rush of power whether the golden crow could summon his light or not.  She didn’t need to leave him unbound to drink from him. 
 
    She’s stupid, Theo realized.  Stupid, and arrogant.  That would make his task easier. 
 
    Theo drove back to his hotel and parked out back, where his truck was shielded from the road by the building.  Carefully wadding up a towel and stuffing it against his wounds, he pulled his leather bomber jacket from the seat and was painstakingly working his fingers through the sleeves when his phone began to ring. 
 
    Pausing to pull it from his pocket, Theo hesitated upon seeing Mandi’s number.  She’d called at least ten times since he’d left, none of which he had answered.  He let this one, too, go to voicemail and resumed his struggles with his coat. 
 
    His phone began to ring again.  Letting out an irritated growl, Theo picked up the phone and thrust it to his ear.  “I’m busy,” he snapped, before ending the call.  He was just forcing his limp right wrist through the coat when the phone rang again. 
 
    “Goddamn it, what?!” Theo snapped. 
 
    “Did you kill my brother?”  Mandi’s voice was tremulous, wracked in a sob. 
 
    Bleeding, his intestines even then sliding from the throbbing slit in his abdomen, Theo froze.  “What?” 
 
    “He disappeared,” Mandi whimpered.  “We haven’t seen him in four days.” 
 
    Theo had left Soldotna five days ago.  He’d been scouring Eagle River ever since.  Cold chills started working his way down his spine.  “I didn’t kill your brother, Mandi.” 
 
    “Where are you?” Mandi asked.  Over the phone, he could hear her voice crack.   
 
    “Out past Anchorage,” Theo said.  “There was something I had to deal with out here.” 
 
    “Have you seen Chris?” Mandi asked again. 
 
    “Not since the last time he drove you to our meeting,” Theo said.  “I didn’t hurt your brother.  I swear to you, Mandi.”  He started inching his way into the jacket again. 
 
    “I really need to see you,” Mandi whimpered.  “Please, Theo.  I’m scared.  I think I saw someone at the house, the night he disappeared.” 
 
    Theo hesitated with the jacket.  “Like who?” 
 
    “It was dark.  But it looked like you.” 
 
    Theo grimaced and pushed a wad of entrails back into his stomach cavity, flushing with the sudden pain in his gut from the rough treatment.  “Look, Mandi, it wasn’t me.  I’ve been in Eagle River the last five days.  I really have to take care of something before I come back.” 
 
    There was a long pause on the other end.  “You didn’t really mean all that stuff you said, did you?” 
 
    Hearing the plaintive plea in her trembling voice, Theo collapsed forward, hitting the steering wheel with his forehead.  “No,” he muttered. 
 
    “I didn’t think so,” she babbled, sounding suddenly ecstatic.  “You were trying to protect me, right?  Trying to keep me from getting hurt?  Before I could fall in love with the beast?  Because you’ve been hurt in the past?  You’ve seen your girlfriends die before, right?” 
 
    Theo felt his guts clamp with unease…then felt them slide out into his lap. 
 
    “Look,” Theo said, holding the phone against his ear with his shoulder as he started stuffing them back in place, “I’m having a little bit of a personal crisis right now, Mandi.  Can I call you back?”  The brutal treatment was leaving him sweaty and trembling, and he felt somewhere between vomiting and shitting himself. 
 
    “I don’t care what people think,” Mandi blurted.  “I love you, Theo.  You rescued me from vampires.  You’re the kindest guy I ever met.  I want to spend the rest of my life—” 
 
    “I can’t fucking talk!” Theo snapped, as a tourist walked right past the truck, trailing three little girls.  He had to hunch forward to hide the intestines piled on his lap from view, which made some of them slide to the floor. 
 
    “—with you.”  There was a long silence.  Then, “You’re such a fucking asshole, Theo.”  The line went dead. 
 
    “Fuck!” Theo cried, hurling the phone into the seat.  Taking a deep breath, he pulled the loop of intestine off the floorboard and did his best to scrape the dirt and dog-hair off of it, which made his guts twist—which felt like snakes moving in his hands.  He swallowed down bile and, somewhere between revulsion and horror, Theo painfully shoved his guts back into his abdomen and, one-handed, tied the towel shut around it.  Then he forced his limp hand the rest of the way into the jacket, then painstakingly zipped that up. 
 
    Thus armed, he grabbed his phone and climbed out of the cab.  He slammed the door shut, locked it, and did his best not to stumble through the hotel lobby and up the stairs to his third-floor room.  Swiping the keycard, he shoved the door open, slipped inside, then fell against it, shutting it with his back. 
 
    Somehow, he stumbled the last twenty miles to his bed, then lowered himself, aching, to the mattress and began the painstaking process of peeling cloth and other debris out of his wounds.  Eventually, once he was sure he wasn’t going to heal with a wad of towel or jacket in his body, he propped himself up on a pillow and retrieved his phone.  He dialed Mandi’s number with his functioning hand and lifted it to his ear, waiting for her to pick up. 
 
    After the sixth ring, he got sent to voicemail. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14: Penance 
 
    “Well, we can’t leave him,” Bonnie cried.  “What if that vampire never comes back for him?” 
 
    “He will,” Masaaki growled.  “That’s why we’re leaving.”  He had a duffel-bag of cash over one shoulder, and a bundle of groceries over the other.  He took these out to the car, dropped them in the backseat, then came back for more. 
 
    “You’re not going to like my apartment,” Bonnie said.  “It’s small.” 
 
    “Small, but safe.” 
 
    “God, I can’t believe this.”  She had never been so tired in her life.  She checked her watch.  Almost six in the morning.  She’d gotten maybe two hours of sleep before the yatagarasu had gotten into a brawl in her living room.  “Can’t I just sleep a little while longer?”  She knew she was whining, but at this point, she didn’t really care. 
 
    “We need to move, now.  Before the lord arrives with reinforcements.”  He snatched up a stack of books and carried it out to the car. 
 
    Bonnie gave the sofa a look of longing.  The last thing she wanted to do was go out to the car and drive them to her apartment.  But, at the yatagarasu’s insistence, that’s exactly what she did.  At least she won the argument about bringing the dog.  Every dog she had ever seen had tried to maul her on sight except for this one, which made him an O.K. dog, in her view, regardless of what the crabby old sword-slinging freak said. 
 
    They scrunched all of their belongings and groceries over on one side of the spacious backseat, and let the dog sit upright on the other.  Then, window rolled down, music blasting, discussing how to kill people with Masaaki, she drove them to her studio apartment, where she crashed the moment her head hit her pillow. 
 
    That evening when she woke up, she had to feed again.  It was a desperate ache in her chest, just under her heart, and when Masaaki flatly told her to wait until dawn, that he didn’t have the energy to feed her and the vampire lord, Bonnie felt an instinctive rush of panic within and almost took him anyway.  It was everything she could do to lay on the bed for the next six hours, staring at the ceiling, hands fisted in the covers as she listened to the yatagarasu move around the room nearby. 
 
    The next morning, the yatagarasu handed her the keys to the Mercedes.  “Take me somewhere sunny,” he said, and Bonnie saw the flash of fear in his eyes before he quickly hid it by pretending to pick at something on his shirt.  
 
    Though every instinct was telling her to grab him by the throat and drive her fangs into his neck, Bonnie swallowed down the urge and drove him to the inlet, because she didn’t think she could last the extra forty minutes it would take to get to Eklutna.  Trying not to look at the throbbing golden spiderweb of his blood-vessels, she walked him down the treeline to a secluded spot along the swampy beach and waited for him to pick a spot to sit down.  For a long moment, Masaaki simply sat cross-legged in the sun, staring out at the gray water of Cook Inlet. 
 
    The sun, by this point, was actually starting to make Bonnie feel ill.  “Masaaki…” she whispered, finding herself fighting the desperate urge to lunge at him like a starving animal.  Her hands were shaking.  “I’m…” 
 
    “…hungry, I know.”  Masaaki swallowed, hard.  He turned to look at her, and there was fear in his silver-streaked brown eyes.  “I’m terrified of vampires, Bonnie.  I’m a samurai, and I’m terrified of vampires.  When that lord fed on me…”  He made a bitter sound.  “I lost my mind with terror.  I didn’t even think to summon my hikari until after he’d taken his fill.” 
 
    Bonnie was so desperate that she was having trouble speaking.  “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    Masaaki timidly met her eyes.  “Please promise me.  Never without permission.” 
 
    Bonnie flushed and dropped her head.  “I already broke that promise once.” 
 
    “It was your first time,” Masaaki said softly.  “I was surprised you let me up at all.” 
 
    The sun was actually starting to hurt.  Bonnie slid her arms over her chest, trying to protect some of the skin of her forearms.  “I wasn’t thinking, Masaaki.  It was like part of me just shut off.”  The same part of her that was rapidly shutting down around her, leaving only that ache in her chest, that intense focus on the crystal-clear web of golden essence coursing through Masaaki’s system. 
 
    “Promise me that you will try now,” Masaaki said, “As much as you can.  And that over time, you will learn.  Never without permission.  Me or anyone.” 
 
    “Never without permission,” Bonnie agreed.  But she knew damned well that if he suddenly said, “Oh, well, guess I’m just gonna tell you ‘no’ for right now, let you work on controlling yourself, better luck next time,” she was going to lunge and take him anyway.  Her hands were even then trembling with the need to press her wrists to his throat, push her fangs up into his brain from below… 
 
    Masaaki must have seen it, too.  He swallowed, and she saw sweat standing out on his forehead.  “Okay,” he said softly.  “Please not the gut or the chest or the throat.  Please.  Leg or arm.” 
 
    Bonnie groaned with relief and fell to her knees beside him.  “Thank you,” she whispered. 
 
    He bit his lip and, hesitantly, drew the hakama up over his leg. 
 
    “Where?” Bonnie croaked, barely able to think over the throbbing golden energy pulsing inside his leg.  “Show me.” 
 
    Masaaki grimaced, but then reluctantly took her hand and pressed it to his thigh. 
 
    Feeling the golden glow pulsing just under her skin, Bonnie lost control.  She felt that strange tensing in her wrist, felt the fangs slide out. 
 
    Masaaki stiffened under her, his breath catching in a whimper. 
 
    “Sorry,” Bonnie managed, trying to pull back.  “Sorry…”  But then she felt the euphoric glow of his essence, drawn up into her being, and she tightened her fingers, forcing her fangs deeper. 
 
    “Hurts,” Masaaki whimpered.  “Please no deeper.”  His hands were fisting in the silty ocean sand, his breath was coming in low whines, and he was going pale, looking like he wanted to kick her. 
 
    Bonnie felt herself struggling against the sudden tide of energy, like a swimmer caught in a moving river.  “I’m sorry…” she whimpered.  “I’m trying…”  She didn’t have the control to retract the fangs.  She couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe.  Her heart was hammering oddly, like a gun going off in her ribcage.  Then she felt the first heat hit her chest, washing outward.  She gasped in a breath of relief, groaning as she drooped forward, over his leg, panting.  She felt the heat spread, relaxing her, easing that anxiety that had been building since that first feeding two mornings ago.  Ambrosia.  There was no other word to describe it.  Like liquid heaven, soothing her being, sharpening her senses. 
 
    Too soon, Masaaki said, “That’s enough.” 
 
    Instinctively, Bonnie tightened her fingers on his thigh and snarled. 
 
    At Masaaki’s terrified whimper, however, the way he started hyperventilating in panic, she regained her wits in a wash of shame.  She used the heat of her guilt to wrench her fangs free and pull her wrists tight against her chest, locking them there, curling into a ball in his lap, panting.  “Sorry,” she whimpered, trying desperately to swim out of the rush of heat that was overwhelming her.  She took several deep breaths, struggling against the overpowering urge to ram her fangs into his stomach.   
 
    To her surprise, Masaaki gingerly reached out and put an arm against her back, holding her.  The touch allowed Bonnie to focus, to swim upwards out of the carnal instinct to feed, following the tender sensation of his hand upon her back.  For several minutes, they sat there like that, Bonnie panting in his lap, straining against the animal drive to take more than he allowed, and the yatagarasu gingerly folding his arms around her, presenting his belly to her face as he pulled her gently against him. 
 
    Eventually, Bonnie calmed down enough to get her heart rate under control, and after a few more minutes listening to the yatagarasu breathe, she started to fall into a lull of near-sleep, surrounded by the soothing heat of his arms 
 
    “Thank you, daimyō.”  The yatagarasu’s words were whispered somewhere above her head. 
 
    Bonnie let out a shuddering sigh and grunted against his abdomen.  Carefully, checking to make sure her fangs had retracted on their own—which they had—she unfolded and sat up.  She wiped the crimson from her wrist on her jeans pant leg, then watched guiltily as Masaaki rubbed the blood from the two puncture-wounds in his thigh.  Clearing her throat embarrassedly, she twisted in the grassy sand so that she was sitting beside him on the inlet’s ledge, facing the gray glacial water that the Yentna, Knik, and Matanuska dumped into the Cook Inlet.  The sun once more felt glorious on her skin, warm and tantalizing.  Rejuvenating her. 
 
    “You feeling okay?” Bonnie asked, after they sat there like that for several minutes.  She turned to look at him.  “You’re looking a bit pasty.  I took too much blood, didn’t I?” 
 
    The yatagarasu was pale, but he shook his head.  Softly, he said, “A vampire drinks more essence than he does blood, daimyō.  The blood is more or less for sustaining the body, and isn’t as necessary in this realm.  Here in the First Realm, you take a few tablespoons, maybe as much as a cup.  It’s the essence that drains me.  The fangs absorb it like a sponge absorbs water, to feed your soul.” 
 
    Bonnie froze.  “I’m eating your soul?” 
 
    He shrugged.  “A queen drinks more than most, but I think I can manage.” 
 
    She frowned at him.  “I’m eating your soul?  What happens if I don’t pull my fangs out?” 
 
    He gave her another timid look.  “Aside from me dying?  I’m not really sure.”  When she just stared at him, he shrugged.  “There are stories told of how those immortals who have died by a vampire find their spirits trapped by the vampire’s fangs, creating many angry kami who will haunt the area until the fangs are destroyed.”  He shrugged.  “But that is just legend.” 
 
    Bonnie suddenly wasn’t feeling too good.  “You’re telling me I’m eating your soul.” 
 
    He shrugged again. 
 
    “Oh fuck.”  She glanced down at her wrists, feeling sick to her stomach.  “I think I’m gonna barf.” 
 
    He gave her a fierce look.  “It was my choice, daimyō.  If you had had your way, you never would have fed of me, and we wouldn’t be sitting here in the sun together.  I forced the issue.  I chose.”  But even as he said it, she saw his fear.  And, following that, his shame.  He ducked his head and looked away.  “I will make it right again, earn back my honor with my blood.  I must.” 
 
    Bonnie was getting angry, now.  “What would possess you to let someone eat your soul?” She cried.  “What the hell, dude?”  He had turned her into an eater-of-souls.  That was just great.  Just fucking great. 
 
    Masaaki grunted and started picking at the flat, water-rounded stones of the lakebed.  “I have some transgressions to atone for, in my captivity.”   
 
    Bonnie stared at him.  “Transgressions?  You’re kidding me, right?  Whatever they made you do, you couldn’t have stopped it.” 
 
    He lifted his head to meet her gaze, his brown-and-silver eyes flat.  “They made me beg for life.” 
 
    Bonnie frowned.  “So?” 
 
    “That is unacceptable.” 
 
    Confused, now, Bonnie said, “Uh, news-flash here, bud, but most people want to live.  If they don’t, they get rounded up, stuffed full of meds, and thrown in a padded room until they decide to be happy again.” 
 
    “A true samurai does not want to live.” 
 
    Bonnie squinted at him.  “Then, uh, what does he want to do?  Die?” 
 
    “He wants to serve his daimyō.  If his daimyō requires him to fight on the battlefield, then he does not try to live.  Wanting to live will make him make decisions that will aid the opponent.  A single samurai who has divorced himself from the will to live, who exists solely to serve his daimyō and protect his honor, will be worth a hundred regular men on the battlefield.” 
 
    “Oooooorrr,” Bonnie said, “you could invest in an AK-47 and take out thousands, all from the safety of your climate-controlled bunker.” 
 
    Masaaki frowned at her.  “What?” 
 
    She waved off the question.  “Boomstick stuff.” 
 
    Masaaki grunted and glanced back out at the line of birch trees across the inlet.  “I begged for life.  I figured that I could renew my honor by surrendering to a daimyō, facing my fear, and using my body to teach a vampire queen to eat gently, without cruelty.”  He gave a deep sigh and started picking at the sand again. 
 
    “And if I suddenly decided to throw you in shackles and toss you in the basement?” Bonnie demanded.  “I’ve seen what your blood does to me.  I’m strong.  Like high on cocaine strong.  I could pin you down and do whatever I wanted to you, I’m pretty sure.” 
 
    Masaaki gave her a nervous look.  “That was one of the fears I had to face, to serve my penance.” 
 
    “Penance?!” Bonnie demanded.  “Dude, you were a captive.  Nobody gives a shit what you said while you were a captive.  You were at their mercy and they were evil.  You’ve got an excuse.” 
 
    “I give a shit.”  He looked up at her.  “It’s my honor.” 
 
    Seeing he was utterly serious, Bonnie sighed and dropped her head into her hands, looking out over the inlet.  She thought about going out to get a burger, then remembered that her new buddy the samurai badass who cut people open with a fancy sword while she was sleeping was a vegetarian.  “You up for a salad?” she asked, as a compromise. 
 
    “I’m not hungry right now,” Masaaki said.  Indeed, he made a face and looked like she had asked him if he would enjoy bathing in raw sewage. 
 
    And, immediately, Bonnie knew why.  She had just scared the shit out of him, and here she was all ready to top off her latest meal with a nice big burger, while he was probably still feeling like puking his guts out with terror because she was eating his soul just like seven hundred years of brutish bastards before her.  Smoooooooth. 
 
    “Uh,” Bonnie said, “I’m not too hungry.  I can hold off a couple more hours.” 
 
    Oh, even better.  Remind him she was sitting there digesting him, and oh, by the way, I can wait a couple more hours, thanks. 
 
    Clearing her throat, Bonnie said, “Thanks, Masaaki.  For whatever twisted reason you did it, I really appreciate you helping me.” 
 
    He grunted without looking at her.  Then, heaving himself to his feet, he offered a hand to her.  Bonnie, who didn’t need any help getting to her feet, took it anyway.  As she stood, Masaaki watched her almost shyly.  “I would like to walk a little ways?”  He gestured at the seemingly never-ending expanse of gray shoreline, which followed the edge of the forest back to the mouth of the Knik River thirty miles away.  Bonnie had never walked further than that—hadn’t really cared to because the scenery was pretty much the same. 
 
    Then she realized that he was standing there, waiting for her permission to go further. 
 
    “You don’t need to ask, Masaaki,” Bonnie grumbled, embarrassed that she had a Who-Knows-How-Old samurai immortal asking her permission to walk along a beach. 
 
    He gave a tiny nod of acknowledgement, then turned and started walking.  Bonnie fell into step behind him, until he stopped suddenly, looking down. 
 
    “Look.”  He pointed at impressions in the sand. 
 
    Bonnie eased around him on the narrow sand-ledge to get a clear look.  “A little black bear.  You can tell by the way the front toenails dig down and make little points.  Grizzlies’ claws are mostly flat, so unless they’re walking up a muddy bank or something, the claws don’t show.” 
 
    He peered at her.  “Grizzlies?  Bear?” 
 
    “Uhhh,” Bonnie said.  “Think panda.”   
 
    He gave her a flat look.  “I know what a bear is.  We have them in Japan.  Up in the mountains.  And brown ones on the bearded barbarians’ island of Ezochi.” 
 
    “Oh.”  Bonnie winced.  She actually hadn’t considered that Japan would have bears.  “Yeah, grizzlies are bear.  Big brown ones.” 
 
    He grunted and glanced up at the woods.  “They are common, here?” 
 
    “Well, sorta,” Bonnie admitted.  “I see a lot of them when I’m out at night.  They’re mostly nocturnal.  Think they figured out people are their loudest and craziest during the day, and they can pretty much go unmolested if they sneak around eating garbage and digging through coolers after dark.” 
 
    “I hope to see one,” Masaaki said, with obvious longing.  “It’s been a long time since I’ve been outside…”  He bent and plucked a cotton-head from one of the Arctic Cotton plants.  Turning it in his fingers, he sounded painfully hopeful when he said, “Do you have cherry trees, here?” 
 
    Bonnie grimaced.  “Uh, no.  Well, I mean, they brought a few up from the Lower 48, so if you drive through the cities, you’ll see some here and there, but they’re not natural, no.” 
 
    He sighed and dropped the cotton head.  “So what other animals do you have?” 
 
    Which led Bonnie on a long lecture about moose, foxes, wolves, eagles, ducks, geese, swans, sheep, goats, rabbits, squirrels, martins, and every other Alaskan animal she could think about.  By the time they got back to the car, Masaaki had made her promise to take him hiking three times a week, until snowfall. 
 
    That afternoon, and for the next four afternoons following, despite the fact that they’d just been assaulted by a vampire lord—whatever the hell that was—Masaaki insisted on having her drive him to every dojo in Anchorage, Eagle River, and Wasilla so that he could observe the classes.  Of the dozens of possibilities, he chose nine.  The wizened old kendo master and a Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu dojo in Eagle River, a karate dojo, an Aikido dojo, and a judo dojo in Wasilla, and another karate school, a Tai Chi studio, a Shaolin Kung Fu dojo, and something called ‘bojutsu’ at an Okinawan kobudō dojo in Anchorage. 
 
    By the time she had finished driving him around to his appointments, Bonnie’s head was spinning.  “Couldn’t you just pick two?” she cried, after he had made her sign both of them up for the three-year program in all nine of the schools.  By the time she’d finished paying the dues and buying their uniforms and equipment, they had to eat at the local Mexican restaurant on her debit card, because she’d run out of cash. 
 
    “I mean,” Bonnie said, over her enchiladas, “Why the hell do I have to take the classes with you?  I’m a nurse.”  Then she hesitated.  “Well, at least, I was going to be.” 
 
    “A samurai is always learning,” Masaaki said, shoving her new karate gi across the table at her.  “As will you.  First class begins in twenty minutes.  Get ready.”  He went back to picking at his beans and rice. 
 
    She stared at him.  “We just signed up this morning.” 
 
    “And we will take our first class this evening,” he said, stuffing a mouthful of refried beans—sans cheese—into his mouth.  “Now go.”  He jabbed his fork at the restaurant’s bathroom door. 
 
    Muttering, Bonnie went off to do as she was told. 
 
    Masaaki, as it turned out, looked even better in a karate gi.  Bonnie felt herself staring at him as he strode out of the men’s restroom. 
 
    The first big hiccup of the first night came when Masaaki refused to remove his swords for practice. 
 
    Very softly, the instructor said, “Will you please remove your swords and leave them by the door, Mr. Yatagarasu?”  With a shy smile, the martial arts master gestured to the mat-covered of the dojo and said, “This is karate-practice, not sword-practice.” 
 
    To which Masaaki politely replied, “No.  A master does not leave his swords at the door unless he is visiting the shogun.  Are you the shogun?” 
 
    Bonnie groaned, and would have taken her face in her hands and run from the dojo if there weren’t two dozen other people in the room with them, surrounding her, all of whom were watching the yatagarasu standing beside her as if he had grown horns and a little goatee. 
 
    But the instructor cocked his head slightly and gave Masaaki a considering look.  “A master of kenjutsu?  Which school?” 
 
    “My own,” Masaaki said. 
 
    For a long moment, there was a pause as the instructor seemed to consider him.  “Will you come up here for a moment, Mr. Yatagarasu?”  Then he waved Masaaki to leave his position beside Bonnie and come join him at the front. 
 
    Masaaki grunted and did, strutting up like he owned the entire damn building.  Bonnie wanted to just curl in on herself in horror. 
 
    Once he was standing at the front, the instructor said, “I’m sorry, Mr. Yatagarasu, but for liability purposes, I cannot allow an untrained man to wear weapons in my class.”  And he reached for them. 
 
    Masaaki had the katana out and pressed against the man’s throat, and his wakizashi rammed against the man’s stomach in an instant, his wakizashi disappearing through the man’s gi.  “Never touch swords that do not belong to you, heathen!” he snapped.  “Do you want to lose your head?” 
 
    “Masaaki, no!” Bonnie cried, instinctively taking several steps forward. 
 
    But the instructor was grinning, not screaming.  Indeed, where Masaaki’s sword-tip punctured the instructor’s gi, Bonnie saw no blood.  Still grinning like the Cheshire Cat, the instructor made a little nod of approval—carefully, with Masaaki’s blade against his neck—and said, “He may keep his swords.”  He took a step back and gave Masaaki a bow. 
 
    “I wasn’t asking for permission,” Masaaki grunted, sheathing his weapons and returning to his place in formation beside Bonnie.  From then on, Bonnie could feel the stares of the entire building as karate practice went on as if Masaaki hadn’t just assaulted the teacher with deadly weapons that he continued to wear at his belt.  Bonnie grimaced and kept her head down, feeling the flush in her ears as she awkwardly bumbled her way through the basic kicks and punches, the samurai at her side, sweeping through them with effortless ease. 
 
    Then, when it came time for sparring, there was another hitch. 
 
    “My daimyō will spar with no one but me,” Masaaki growled, when the instructor tried to pair her up with another white-belt.  “She has a horrible, infectious disease that I am immune to.  I will not risk her other classmates to it.” 
 
    Bonnie’s mouth fell open and she turned to stare up at Masaaki in horror. 
 
    The instructor’s brow raised slightly, but in the end, he just shrugged.  “I do advise she finds other sparring partners eventually, because to learn with only one person would simply disable her when it came to fighting others.”  Then he let Masaaki drag her off into a corner and begin critiquing her fighting stances while she did her best to flail at him with her hands and feet. 
 
    The third hitch came toward the end of the night, when the blackbelts paired off in a corner, two against one.  Masaaki stood up suddenly, watching, ignoring Bonnie and her pathetic attempts to hit him completely. 
 
    “Masaaki, what the hell?” Bonnie demanded. 
 
    “Stay here a moment,” Masaaki said distractedly.  Then, to her dismay, he walked up and interrupted a 3-way fight and said, “That is what you call mastery?  The shogun’s club-footed daughter could kick better than that.”  Then he went up, grabbed one of the startled blackbelts by the leg, lifted it higher and to the side, twisted his body with a grip on his shoulder, changed the angle of his foot and, as the boy teetered there, walked around him like he was inspecting a horse.  
 
    To which, a few minutes later, the instructor called a halt and Masaaki was at the front of the class, demonstrating ‘curiously ancient’ kicking techniques for the class…which he finished up with a sparring match against the three blackbelts while the entire dojo watched. 
 
    Fuuuuuck, Bonnie thought, trying to sink into the padded floor of the studio and disappear.  She didn’t even want to be associated with him.  She just wanted to die. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Masaaki said, once they were back in the car.  “I’ll help you, daimyō.  You’ll learn.” 
 
    “I feel like a bumbling ape next to you,” Bonnie gritted.  “Thanks.” 
 
    “I’m rusty,” was all Masaaki said. 
 
    “You took on three blackbelts,” Bonnie snapped, irritated at his arrogance.  “And won.” 
 
    “One of them hit me,” Masaaki said.  “Several times.” 
 
    Bonnie narrowed her eyes.  “That was the instructor and you hit him back, you ass.” 
 
    “When I am back in practice,” Masaaki said, “I will fight six, and none of them will hit me.”  He said it with such authority that Bonnie believed him.  Thoroughly.  “Besides,” Masaaki said, “Blackbelts are stupid.  What does a blackbelt mean, exactly?  When I was in Japan, there were no blackbelts.  Men either were samurai or they were apprentice.  Those who had been apprenticed the longest were at the front of the class, as an example for the others.  A blackbelt means nothing, daimyō.  Which is why the instructor had me demonstrate.  I wear a white belt, but I could have killed him.  A black belt is just that—cloth and dye.  It is a person’s bearing and knowledge and discipline that wins a battle, as everyone in that dojo discovered today.  The color of the cloth they wear means nothing.” 
 
    As much as she thought he was being a pompous prick who was taking over her life with nine different forms of martial arts—in addition to the instruction in the sword he told her he planned to give her—Bonnie decided not to argue with him.   
 
    That night, they drove back to Bonnie’s parents’ house for more cash.  Masaaki had her pull off the road at the base of the mountain and made her wait in a secluded spot in the woods while he went back to the house with two empty duffels.  When he returned, the duffels were full and he had a disturbed look on his face.   
 
    “What’s wrong?” Bonnie asked, eying the duffels. 
 
    Masaaki dropped his burdens unceremoniously at her feet and pulled a slip of paper from where he had tucked it in his belt.  “This was on the door, daimyō.” 
 
    Bonnie’s heart began to pound as she flipped open the paper and read the note. 
 
    As your parents’ successor, we offer a continuation of our previous arrangement with your sire.  Delectable diversions, to satisfy your every delight.  Sold for a fair price.  We currently have four different products available that should appeal to you.  Meet at the base of Highland Road at 1:00am on Friday the 15th to examine them.   ~The Five Realms Trading Company 
 
    Bonnie finished and threw the message down in disgust.  “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “What did it say?” Masaaki asked, eying the paper like it was a snake.  “Who’s it from?” 
 
    “A catering service,” Bonnie said.  “Something I’m so not interested in.” 
 
    He seemed to relax a little, then bent to pick up the duffels again. 
 
    By the time they returned to the car, the mastiff had re-stationed himself in Bonnie’s seat, and had covered the entire inside of the car with drool and smeared the windows with nose-prints. 
 
    “I need the upper part of your gi,” Bonnie said, shoving the dog to the back.  “Right now, samurai.” 
 
    “Yes, daimyō.”  Masaaki had it halfway off before he hesitated.  He glanced at the dog, then at the windows, then at Bonnie.  His face full of suspicion, he said “Why?” 
 
    “So I can see to drive us home,” Bonnie growled.  “So I don’t slam into something on the highway or, oh, wait, here’s one, get pulled over for fogged up windows and have to explain to the officer why I have several million dollars in duffel bags in my backseat.” 
 
    “I will kill the officer for you.”  He re-cinched the belt on his gi and easily sat down in the passenger’s seat. 
 
    Bonnie scowled at him.  “You know, for a self-professed, peace-loving Buddhist veggie-eating tree-hugger, you’re rather quick to shove a sword in someone’s face.” 
 
    “Some people need to die,” Masaaki said.  “Besides.  War is inevitable, in our time.  The difference between the peasant and the samurai is that the samurai makes this inevitability his advantage, letting it sharpen his sword for him, while the peasant huddles in his paddy and cowers from it.  Which man will survive a battle?” 
 
    “Hypothetically?” Bonnie asked.  At Masaaki’s wise and knowing Zen nod, she said, “The woman with the submachine gun.”  She proceeded to strip off the upper layer of her karate gi, leaving just a white T-shirt underneath, and began wiping dog-slobber off her windows, to Masaaki’s huge sigh.  When she was done, she tossed it into the back and started the Mercedes for home. 
 
    Over the next few days, it readily became apparent that Bonnie was not going to be able to hide the mastiff from the apartment manager for much longer.  Much less, Bonnie thought with a wince, the sword-toting samurai who insisted on going for a daily walk with her around the block, when Bonnie was supposed to be the only tenant.  In karate gi.  Or kendogi.  Or whatever the fuck gi he happened to be wearing from classes that afternoon. 
 
    She was still not happy with the martial-arts-inundation idea, but Masaaki simply wasn’t taking no for an answer, and, as he was currently her only food-source, Bonnie was inclined to do what the big Japanese dude with the oversized machete got a bug up his ass to go do.   
 
    And, with her parents’ place compromised by the freak that had attacked Masaaki, Bonnie found herself scanning the local classifieds listings for a secluded, more dog-and-samurai friendly rental.  She did not want to have to explain to her apartment manager, “Oh, that’s not really my dog, that’s the dog that I stole from this vampire lord who attacked me in the middle of the night and got his ass handed to him by the vegetarian over there with the swords.  Who isn’t living with me, by the way…” 
 
    After a week, Bonnie still didn’t have an apartment rented.  Potential renters, it seemed, saw that Bonnie was nineteen, jobless, had crappy credit from losing said job, could only pay with cash—there was no way on earth that Bonnie was taking a duffel-bag of money into a bank to make a deposit—and didn’t want to touch her with a ten-foot-pole. 
 
    “Why don’t you just tell them you’re rich?” Masaaki asked helpfully.   
 
    Because of a couple duffel bags and a roomful of cash that may or may not be there when she got back?  Bonnie sighed.  Obviously, he had some misconceptions about Modern Man’s ability to make money, and was probably thinking back to the feudal system, where being rich meant you stayed rich.  Bonnie didn’t have the heart to tell him that she didn’t have the capabilities to replenish that huge roomful of money that they were quickly whittling away on gas and meals and martial arts paraphernalia on eBay.  After all, if the stars aligned and she was really lucky, she could land another job as a CNA and make maybe a couple grand a month.  In all reality, it was probably time to start investing. 
 
    Bonnie had just circled another likely apartment candidate when the phone rang.  Over the hour-and-a-half conversation that followed, Bonnie stopped thinking about apartments, and started thinking about castles. 
 
    When she finally ended the conversation with the bank representative, she felt giddy.  “Uh…” she said, swallowing.  “You aren’t going to believe this.” 
 
    Masaaki, who had taken to translating the world history book into Japanese while she was on the phone, hesitated and looked up at her, pen in hand.  The book was already filled with hundreds of unintelligible characters that he had informed her were ‘kanji.’  “Believe what?” he asked.  “Your parents were wealthy?  I knew that.  They bought me.  Do you know how much it would cost to buy a yatagarasu?”  He made another notation in the history book. 
 
    Bonnie swallowed, then looked again at the figure she’d written on the napkin.  Four hundred and thirty-three million dollars.  With more incoming, all the time.  Oil money.  A fifty-percent share in eighteen different wells, all neatly managed by a company in Dallas. 
 
    “I don’t really feel so good,” she muttered, having to sit down.  No wonder her parents had always been so…casual…about throwing money around.  They had hired a chauffeur just to drive Bonnie to school and back, rather than doing it themselves.  And now that she thought about it, that limo must’ve been worth a lot, with its specially tinted windows and bullet-proofed interior.  It was still parked in the garage out back, even though it hadn’t been used since she’d left when she was sixteen.  And the Mercedes…  A CL65 AMG…  She’d never even heard of that before. 
 
    On a hunch, Bonnie went to her laptop, flipped it open, and did a search.  Immediately, she felt sick.  The car that she’d been using to drive the mastiff to and from his twice-daily romps in the wilderness, covering the leather interior with hair and mud as he clamored over the front seats to get to and from the backseat, had a MSRP of over two hundred thousand dollars.  Starting.  This one was fully loaded. 
 
    The room of cash was beginning to make more sense.  And it was hers, officially.  The transfers had gone through, the taxes taken out, the titles passed on, and the trust funds emptied into her name.  Four hundred and thirty-three million dollars was what was left. 
 
    “Whoa,” Bonnie said.  She was sitting on the bed in her studio apartment, staring down at that number in awe.  “That’s…a lot…” 
 
    But Masaaki wasn’t paying attention.  “I’ve found ‘musket’ and ‘rifle’ and ‘gun’ and ‘pistol’ and ‘revolver,’ but nowhere can I find ‘boomstick’ or ‘thunderstick.’”  He looked up at her, frowning.  “Is that a local dialect?” 
 
    Bonnie reddened.  “You could probably say that.” 
 
    Masaaki sighed, shutting the history book.  “I’ve had enough for now.  You wanted to take me to Eklutna.” 
 
    “I think I need to hire a bodyguard,” Bonnie said.   
 
    Masaaki gave her a sharp look.  “Are you unsatisfied with my performance, daimyō?” 
 
    Bonnie winced.  “Uh, no, I was just thinking maybe someone with guns…”  That, and he was getting visibly weaker each day she fed on him, and there seemed to be nothing she could do about it.  The less she fed, the more hungry she became, and the sooner she had to feed again.  Even now, the hunger was a painful twist in her chest.  Her limbs felt weaker, and her senses had dulled noticeably, until the yatagarasu’s golden threadwork of power winding through his body was all that she could see. 
 
    “I will enroll in gun classes,” Masaaki said.  “Until then, take me to Eklutna.  You look hungry.” 
 
    Bonnie grimaced and looked away.  “Masaaki,” she started uncomfortably, “You’re not going to be able to do this by yourself, are you?” 
 
    Immediately, Masaaki twisted to glare at her.  “I’m fine.” 
 
    “You stumbled last night, in your kata.  You had to go get water in the middle of class.  I’m killing you, aren’t I?” 
 
    His body tensed.  “I will not allow you to feed on others until you can control yourself, daimyō,” he said.  Which meant, yes, she was killing him. 
 
    “We need to find somebody else,” Bonnie said softly.  She started thinking of boys who had sat beside her in different classes, ones who had shown an interest.  Topping her list was Josh, the cute guy who worked mornings at the Sleepy Dog Coffee Company.  “I could ask Josh…” 
 
    The samurai’s hand came down in a strike on his palm so vehemently that Bonnie jumped.  “I will do this,” Masaaki snapped.  “Come.  To Eklutna.  I want a hike.”  He tossed her the keys.  Then he turned and yanked the door open, striding into the sunshine beyond. 
 
    I’m killing him, Bonnie thought, seeing the lifelessness to his skin in the sunlight, the dulling of the golden glow of his body.  She considered trying to put it off another day, to give him time to recover.   
 
    “Now, daimyō,” he called from the stairs.  “You won’t be attending class tonight like that.” 
 
    She considered telling him to shove off, that she was skipping class for the night, and he could just shove it.  Then she took a good look at the pulsing yellow lines within him and felt her limbs go weak with need.  Shamefully, Bonnie’s hunger won out, and she followed her meal ticket outside. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 15:  A Meet with Slavers 
 
    It was getting better.  Masaaki thought of the shameful way he had fallen after a kick that night, sprawled on the floor without the energy to get back to his feet, and had to believe that it was getting better.  The kendo instructor, Shinzato Yuusuke, had sent him home early, told him to get well. 
 
    Bonnie hadn’t said anything after they’d gotten into the car.  She knew exactly why he had fallen, and wanted another way.  After several minutes of silence, she said, “Look, Masaaki, maybe we could find someone to help you—” 
 
    “No!” Masaaki snapped, frustrated and ashamed that she didn’t think he was able to fulfill the task at hand.  “I asked for this.  I brought you into this.  I will help you or I will die trying.” 
 
    “…at which point, I’ll have to find someone else anyway!” Bonnie cried.  “Look, Masaaki.  I’ve decided.  Remember that catering note?  Well, I’m gonna go meet them.  You can come with me or not, but I’m going.” 
 
    Masaaki frowned and turned to look at his daimyō.  “Catering note?” 
 
    Bonnie hesitated.  “Yeah, uh.”  He watched her lick her lips and tighten her fingers on the steering wheel.  “Okay, look.  That note you found on my parents’ door.  It was from the Five Realms Trading Company.  They said meet tonight, at one-o-clock.” 
 
    Masaaki felt his body go rigid around him, remembering the hundreds of prizes that had arrived in the vampires’ dungeon, carefully traded from vampire to vampire through an extensive network across the world.  “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “I figured I got enough money,” Bonnie blundered on, “and if I free enough of them, maybe one or two will turn out like you and stay and help me.” 
 
    “No,” Masaaki snapped.  “Those creatures are dangerous, daimyō.” 
 
    She met him stare-for-stare.  “Dangerous like you?” 
 
    Masaaki narrowed his eyes, on the verge of fury that she would even suggest it.  Very softly, he said, “I didn’t swear to serve you so you could take slaves and create a harem of your own, daimyō.” 
 
    “I didn’t say take slaves,” she growled at him.  “Listen to me, you sword-flinging freak.  I said free them.  Let them decide like you decided.” 
 
    “None of them are going to make the decision you want,” Masaaki growled, “and the moment you try to keep them anyway, you and I are finished, daimyō.  I will leave.” 
 
    “Well, then, it can’t hurt anything to try, because I’m not going to try and keep them,” Bonnie retorted. 
 
    Masaaki didn’t like the idea.  Having a slave, for a vampire, even momentarily, was too much temptation.  It was too easy for them to use that slave.  Taking another’s life-force to serve her own needs.  And the moment he watched his daimyō drink from a bound and helpless victim, he would be responsible to destroy the monster that he had created.  He said as much. 
 
    “Look, I’m going tonight,” Bonnie said.  “With or without you.  I’m not going to let you die because you’re a stubborn uptight prick, okay?  And think of it this way…  If none of them stay, we’ll be doing the world a service by buying them and freeing them.” 
 
    Masaaki glared at her.  “You’re giving them more money with which to capture others.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Bonnie demanded.  “What about you?  How long were you in the hands of vampires?  Wouldn’t you have liked to have been bought by a cute chick with her yatagarasu friend oh, say, seven hundred years ago?” 
 
    Masaaki turned to look out the window.  To have been freed from that hell, he would have devoted his sword to her for life, just as he had done for her the moment she had actually cut away those chains.  But he was samurai.  Who knew what kind of honor she would be dealing with, in the others?  Second Landers, especially, were known for their fickle betrayals, their backstabbing selfishness, their self-serving manipulations.  And Second Landers were a vampire’s stock-in-trade.  Their power, tied to the land, didn’t ebb and flow like a lot of First-Landers, most of whom were tied to seasons.   
 
    Softly, Masaaki said, “I am not like most of these creatures, daimyō.  If you find one in ten that doesn’t run—and carry tales of his capture back to his people, who will come hunting you—I will be surprised.” 
 
    She made a dismissive sound.  “One in ten sounds fine to me.” 
 
    Realizing she was utterly serious, Masaaki turned back to glare at her.  “You are going to be putting yourself in danger, daimyō.” 
 
    She gave him a much-too-cavalier grin.  “That’s what I’ve got you for.  I was hoping you’d go with me.” 
 
    “No,” Masaaki growled.  “By freeing them, you’ll be advertising your location.  They will go back to where they came from, tell their own kind about the Third Lander queen who just bought a new house in Birchwood.” 
 
    “So we don’t take them to the house,” she retorted. 
 
    “I refuse to be a part of this,” Masaaki growled.  But, in the end, he followed her to the car when the time came for her to go meet the purveyors of sentient flesh.  He crossed his arms and looked out the window in silence, watching the darkness slip by outside. 
 
    Long minutes passed where neither of them spoke, with only the hum of the Mercedes as it accelerated down the road.  “Thank you,” Bonnie said, as they drove to their meeting-place. 
 
    “I get to choose the slaves,” Masaaki muttered. 
 
    “Done,” she said.   
 
    Masaaki sighed and shook his head.  The last thing he wanted to do was visit with flesh-traders.  He knew right now that it would take every ounce of willpower that he had to keep from burying his sword into their depraved, disgusting skulls.  “Before we meet with them,” Masaaki reluctantly said, “I want you to know the kind of people you will be dealing with, daimyō.  They are disgusting wastes of human skin.  They will smile as they lie to you.  They are vile, lacking the morals of a rodent.  If you didn’t have money, they would take you and sell you, instead.  It is probably best that they don’t know I’m a yatagarasu.” 
 
     “Obviously,” Bonnie said.  But he could tell she was listening. 
 
    “There are some creatures that are more valuable to you than others,” Masaaki said.  “Yatagarasu, obviously, but they are rare, and you probably won’t see another of those for decades, even if you meet with these snakes once a month.”  He drew a deep breath, then let it out between his teeth.  “Fey are good, because they are constant.  Unlike myself, their power won’t dwindle with the onset of winter.” 
 
    Bonnie gave him a startled look.  “You mean you’ll be able to give me even less in winter?” 
 
    Masaaki grunted and continued.  “A vampire lord would be ideal, if you could enslave one, but the Five Realms Trading Company is run by vampires, so—” 
 
    “Any idea when you were planning on telling me that, Masaaki, or were you just going to let me find out on my own in, say, October, when I killed you?” 
 
    “At this rate,” Masaaki snapped, “I’ll be dead in two damn weeks, girl.  The waning of my power in winter wasn’t a high priority on my mind.” 
 
    Bonnie actually drew the car to a sudden stop and turned to stare at him.  “Two weeks?” she demanded. 
 
    Masaaki felt his shame like a blanket, stifling him.  “You were right.  I thought about it.  I was going to try to hold out longer, but each time you feed, I sink further and further into darkness.” 
 
    “Thor’s nutsack,” Bonnie said, “dude, I did not want to hear that.” 
 
    Masaaki glared at her.  “Hence why I’m picking tonight’s slaves.  I’ve been there.  I’ll be the best judge of the ones who will stay.” 
 
    “Okay, Masaaki.  Jötnar help us—what do we do if none of them want to stay?” 
 
    Masaaki had been dreading that question, ever since he finally came to face the fact that he wasn’t going to be able to feed her alone.  She ate a good ten times what her parents had, combined, energy-wise.  He took a deep breath, then said, “Daimyō, if none of them want to stay, I will help you enthrall a vampire lord.” 
 
    She frowned at him.  “What does that mean?” 
 
    Masaaki grimaced.  “The man who attacked me that night was a lord.  My guess is someone your parents tried to bring back for you, for the same reason.  A queen has the ability to thrall a lord with her kiba, if she doesn’t allow him to drink of her venom first.  If we can’t find anyone to stay of their own will, I will help you catch him and thrall him.” 
 
    The car still motionless on the road, cars passing around them on either side, Bonnie peered at Masaaki for some time before she said, “I thought you said you would cut off my head if I tried to thrall anyone.” 
 
    “My offer is for a vampire lord,” Masaaki said.  “They are, by their very natures, meant to be reservoirs for queens.  They produce their own essence, and can magnify that which they drink, and they can store near-limitless energy, for long amounts of time.  If you had a vampire lord in thrall, you could use him to focus and store my energy, and you could drink solely of him when I need the break.” 
 
    “You said you’d cut off my head if I thralled anyone.” 
 
    “Lords are the worst kind of vampires,” Masaaki snapped.  “We would be doing the First Lands a service.  I won’t shed a tear if you enthrall a lord, no.  Hell, I’d have you enthrall an entire nest of vampires, but you can only drink from the lords.  The rest, you would simply kill by taking their essence.  Too weak.” 
 
    “That guy you cut in half,” Bonnie said.  “The one with the dog.” 
 
    “Yes,” Masaaki said, frustrated. 
 
    “How do you know he’s even a lord?” Bonnie demanded. 
 
    “You mean aside from when he told me while he was eating me?” Masaaki demanded.  “Because of his skin, wan-ko.  He shares the same silver color you did, before you began eating of me.  It is the color of the Third Lands magics under his skin, coursing through his blood.”  He gestured at the outside of the car.  “If you ever see another vampire, you will understand.  Lords will look silver, where I am yellow-gold.  Other vampires, the lower tiers, will have whatever pathetic life-energies they’ve managed to steal from their victims.  If they haven’t eaten in awhile, they will have no glow.  Lifeless, you understand?  That is how you will be able to judge them, when you see them.  They will look like a walking corpse, in your hunter’s eyes.” 
 
    A car honked behind them and Bonnie got the Mercedes moving again.  Softly, she said, “That lord didn’t seem like a bad guy.  He had a dog.” 
 
    “Hitler had a dog,” Masaaki retorted.  He had read about Adolf Hitler in the history textbooks she had bought him.  “Blondi.  German Shepherd.  Hitler loved that dog.  Nazi propaganda used it to portray Hitler as an animal lover and win support from the masses.  But when he was losing the war, the coward made his doctor use the cyanide capsules on his dog first, to prove they worked, because Hitler was too much of a chickenshit to use them on himself.” 
 
    Bonnie was quiet for some time before she said, “Serial killers and their fucking dogs.” 
 
    “So,” Masaaki said, “yes, I will help you claim a lord.  But just one, and only if you don’t get another volunteer tonight.  If you try for more, I will wash my hands of this whole affair, you understand?” 
 
    “I get it,” Bonnie said softly.  “Now shhh.  This is it.” 
 
    They were pulling up to a four-way cross-street, with stoplights at all four corners.  Bonnie put on the turn-signal and turned onto the road leading up the mountain.  Pulled off the pavement just up the hill was a beat-up old van covered in rust-spots.  Bonnie pulled the car over in front of it and took a deep, shaky breath as the driver’s door on the van opened and a narrow-waisted guy in jeans and T-Shirt got out.  “You’re my rich fiancé from Japan.” 
 
    Masaaki twisted to peer at her.  “What?” 
 
    “My rich, kinky fiancé from Japan,” she blurted again, as the guy started toward their car.  “You wanna have fun with them with me.  You’re into rope bondage, and having all the powerful critters to tie up turns you on.” 
 
    Masaaki considered that, then shrugged.  “All right.” 
 
    Then the white man with the crewcut was tapping at Bonnie’s window, which she rolled down. 
 
    “Evening,” the man said.  “We’re totally lost and our van broke down.  You got a spare jack?” 
 
    His daimyō, the naïve youngster that she was, frowned and said, “Oh, okay.  Um, yeah, there’s probably a jack in the trunk…” 
 
    “We’re the ones you’re looking for,” Masaaki said to the man, unbuckling and opening the door.  “Show me my new playthings.” 
 
    The man’s face darkened slightly before he said, “Who is he?” 
 
    “Her fiancé,” Masaaki said.  “Just moved here from Japan.  Sold my harem in Okinawa.  Looking to start another.  You have any fauns or succubi?” 
 
    The man glanced at the road, then said over his shoulder, “Not right now.  A barghest, two fey—twins—and a Three-Legged Crow.” 
 
    Masaaki felt every muscle in his body go stiff. 
 
    Then the girl, fool that she was, cried, “You have a Three-Legged Crow?”  Masaaki could have strangled her.  She had, by that simple sentence alone, doubled or tripled the price.  Which, of course, would make it so that they could buy one slave today, instead of three. 
 
    “Sure thing, sweetie,” the man said, with all the patronizing sweetness of a man about to bilk the rich little millionaire for everything she was worth.  “Let’s all go get in the van so we can show her to you, okay?” 
 
    Even though his heart was pounding like thunder in his ears, Masaaki forced himself to calmly reach into the backseat and tug forward the duffel bag. 
 
    Immediately, the man’s eyes widened.  “Fuck.  Is that what I think it is?  Fuck, man, you guys need to get with the program.  We don’t take cash.  You pick, then we make a delivery to your place and we exchange.” 
 
    “We want the Three-Legged Crow,” Bonnie babbled, like a moron.  “Can we just trade now?” 
 
    Before the man could agree to taking all the money in the duffel, Masaaki interrupted, “We will see what other creatures they have available, wan-ko.  We have plenty of time to choose the right denizens for our harem.”   
 
    Like an imbecile, her eyes went wide and she cried, “But it’s a Three-Legged Crow!  I thought you would’ve wanted a Three-Legged—” 
 
    “I’ve had a Three-Legged Crow,” Masaaki interrupted brusquely, wishing he could tell her to shut up, shut up, shut the fuck up.  “I’m interested in seeing the others.  Hopefully they have something new, but fey are pretty standard and boring.”  To the man, he said, “The barghest is female?”  In truth, he wouldn’t be getting anywhere near a barghest, nor would he allow his daimyō to do so, but this fool didn’t need to know that. 
 
    “Male,” the man said.  “Big monster of a dude.  He takes it up the ass real nice, if you strap him down good.” 
 
    Getting out of the car beside him, Bonnie froze.  “That’s horrib—” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Masaaki said.  “Take me to see him.”  He tossed the duffel at the man.  “There’s more where that came from, if I like what I see tonight.  We’re getting married soon.  I must keep my beautiful bride well-supplied.  How often do you get imports?” 
 
    “Our shipments come in four times a month,” the man said.  “We had scheduled meets with her parents twice a month.” 
 
    “We want to see every shipment,” Masaaki said, striding to the van.  “Bonnie, here, has the horrible tendency of killing her slaves, and her parents emptied out their harem before they left.  For the first little while, we’ll need to see everything you get in.”  Just in case the slavers got it in their heads to try and slap chains on him and Bonnie to make a few extra bucks, he figured it was a good idea to let them know there was more cash where this came from.  Lots more cash. 
 
    It was a tense, hour-long ride in the blacked out, sectioned-off backseat of the van with a trio of flat-faced men, during which, Masaaki did his best not to let his agitation show.  A yatagarasu.  Here.  Female.  The assholes.  He wanted to shove his wakizashi through their guts and twist, but if he killed them before they could take him to her, he’d never be able to free her. 
 
    Then they heard a van pull into a garage of some sort, then heard the garage door sliding closed behind them and the engine shut off.  The outwardly rusted—yet inwardly bullet-proof—sliding door was opened by one of their three baby-sitters, and then they were all climbing out into a plain concrete waiting-area of some sort. 
 
    “Follow me,” the man in jeans said.  He led them through the small door cut into the back of the garage—barred from the outside—and then down through a long concrete bunker until he reached a dimly-lit row of cells, the only illumination a single fluorescent bulb down the center of the hallway. 
 
    Masaaki felt his heart wrench when his eyes caught the yatagarasu.  She was Chinese.  Naked but for a collar and cuffs.  And she looked at him with such fiery anger… 
 
    He quickly turned away.  “The barghest?” he said casually.  “I’ve heard interesting things about them.” 
 
    When, in fact, he didn’t give a damn about the big, extremely dangerous beast huddled in the corner of one of the cells, Masaaki stood there and listened to the slaver’s lies, all the while feeling the yatagarasu’s accusing brown eyes on his back. 
 
    Behind him, his idiot companion was staring at the yatagarasu and blurted, “But I thought you wanted a yat—” 
 
    “I don’t want a Chinese whore,” Masaaki spat.  “If I buy a yatagarasu, it will be Japanese.  The thieving, honorless Chinese can die by my blade a thousand times over.  I find their deformed women no more attractive than a plague rat.  If you want a Chinese crow, then I suppose I will accept your decision, but I would rather take the two fey and wait for the next shipment.” 
 
    Just hold on, Masaaki thought.  I’ll get you out of here, girl… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16: The Barghest 
 
    Björn heard the visitors to his prison long before he ever saw them.  Bound as tightly as he was, it was impossible for him to rush to the front of his cell like the two backstabbing fey across the hall—murderers, both.  Sold to the slavers for mere pennies on the dollar, for executing a young nymph when their masters left the three of them alone together.  And, before that, a faun.  And, if their whispered boasts in the middle of the night were true, dozens before that.  Listening to some of the things that they did to their victims before they killed them, Björn would have gladly twisted both of their heads from their shoulders and hurled them to explode upon the walls across the room, but his captors had wizened to that particular facet of his abilities the first time they’d taken him to the ‘playroom.’ 
 
    It had not, Björn thought now, looking back, been the smartest thing he had ever done, but it had certainly been satisfying.  Now, with both his arms bound in silver and secured with padlocks behind his back, his fingers fisted in thick silver balls at the end of the metal sheaths surrounding his arms, a heavy chain securing his neck to his ankles, Björn was still paying for that brief moment of satisfaction, and probably would be until Odin came to liberate him.  No one wanted a captor-killer, regardless of the despicable things they could do with his blood.  And, with his arms bound as they were, it was pretty obvious to all the disgusting blood-suckers so far that that’s exactly what he was. 
 
    Third Landers, Björn had found, preferred not to buy other Third Landers.  Especially pussy vampires who were used to being the stronger, faster, most dangerous creatures in the bunny-rabbits-and-rainbows First Realm.  They didn’t like to look the things that ate them back home in the eye. 
 
    The golden crow, for her part, just curled into a ball at the sound of their captors’ return and pretended the world didn’t exist.  She was still fresh, Björn had put together from listening to the slavers.  A mere five or ten years in captivity.  She’d fed a nest of vampires in northern Russia, then had been transported here as partial payment for a quetzalcoatl.  Her first masters, it seemed, had been rather gentle with her.  And, with Björn taking up most of the attention of their captors, she had gone relatively unscathed here, as well.  Which was just as well. 
 
    Björn watched the door open, but without real hope of being taken from this hell.  It had been two years since he had been brought to this place, and he’d seen countless vampires pass through the walls, take one look at him, and go pasty white.  Vampires, of course, remembered.  Those that had come from the Third Lands—which meant all who were not born of a First Realm queen—saw him and he watched their minds flash back to that violent time where every moment had been a struggle for survival in the dark.  It was roughly, he assumed, the same reaction that a man who had spent centuries being hunted—and perhaps mauled—by a tiger would have had when finding a full-grown Siberian cat in a pet-store. 
 
    Damn. 
 
    Björn dropped his head in a sigh.  He’d been passed up a hundred times already.  He had no reason to expect this time to be any different. 
 
    But all those dreams… 
 
    He snorted.  Dreams.  So a captive dreamed of being free.  Big surprise, there.  Kind of like a starving man dreaming of steak and potatoes. 
 
    Then he heard a female voice, excited, talking about a yatagarasu, and he blinked and looked up. 
 
    Instantly, he froze.  Though only half of her arm was visible through the men’s bodies and the wall of his cell, Björn’s heart began to pound, seeing the silver-gold webwork through her fingers and forearm, the strange, not-quite-human cast to her skin. 
 
    Oh gods, Björn thought.  Oh gods oh gods… 
 
    And then she came into full view, and his heart stopped. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Bonnie was so stunned by Masaaki’s sudden change of tune that she could only stare.  Here they had a yatagarasu in chains and he was going to leave her because she was from the wrong landmass.  The bigoted, idiot racist hardass.  She should’ve known, though.  The Koreans, the Japanese, the Chinese…hell, all those Asian cultures had a thing against each other.  She had really pissed off a Korean kid in school by accidentally calling him Japanese.  He’d spent like ten minutes yelling at her, telling her how he was not Japanese.  In fact, he had used a lot of the same words that Masaaki had used, in describing the Chinese. 
 
    Well, screw him. 
 
    “How much for all?” she asked. 
 
    “We don’t want or need all,” Masaaki told her.  “I’d say we just take the twins.  The barghest obviously hasn’t been broken yet—definitely not something we want to risk taking home with us—and I’d rather fuck a macaque than a Chinese whore.” 
 
    “Shut up, Masaaki,” she growled.  To their ‘host,’ she said, “How much?” 
 
    The tight-lipped man that had taken the duffel over to a strange, human-shaped table and dumped its contents onto it to count, looked up and said, “More than you’ve got here.” 
 
    “How many can we afford?” Bonnie demanded. 
 
    “With this?”  The man lifted one of the wads of cash and flicked it back into the pile disdainfully.  “One.”  
 
    One.  Bonnie felt her guts clench and her heart start to hammer.  She could only save one.  She stopped and turned to look at the captives behind bars.  Immediately, she felt their accusing, angry stares and wanted to cringe behind Masaaki, but Masaaki was being an asshole, so she winced and tried to pick.  How to pick? 
 
    They had to take the yatagarasu, obviously.  Masaaki could just blow it out his ass.  Seeing the young Chinese woman, scowling at them from her cage like she wanted to kill them all, Bonnie’s heart went out to her.  We’re going to help you, she thought.   
 
    “I want two,” she said. 
 
    “You’re not getting two with what you’ve got here,” the man said, and Masaaki followed that up with, “Barghests are dangerous, love.  They are as strong as werekin in their human forms, but nastier.  Restraining him would be difficult, and that one has obviously not been properly trained.  And the yatagarasu is simply worthless.  If you must have one of these vermin, I’d say take the female twin.  She’ll be a good fuck, and I’m sure you could use her blood for something interesting.” 
 
    Bonnie froze, staring at Masaaki in horror. 
 
    Someone cleared his throat in the silence that followed, and Bonnie reluctantly turned. 
 
    Kneeling on the concrete floor of the cage behind her was a gigantic, bleached-out blonde dude, the barghest that they had been talking about while Bonnie had been examining the yatagarasu.  The man on the floor, already almost ghostly pale, suddenly lost all color entirely.  He swallowed hard against the heavy silver collar around his neck, but didn’t take his eyes off of her face. 
 
    Bonnie met the barghest’s ice-blue eyes, saw the strange, twisting white tattoos that were wrapped around his body in pale, ivory lines, reminding her of a tiger’s stripes, and she froze.  Something about him was triggering a memory, some deep instinctive fear to run.  Run, run, run… 
 
    The man’s arms were encased in silver metal sleeves ending in round metal balls, which had then been padlocked behind him in multiple places up his arms.  He was kneeling on the floor because a collar around his neck had been drawn tight down to his ankles, with a length of chain whose thickness reminded her of something off of a battleship linking his ankles to his neck in a painful-looking arc. 
 
    The man himself was, undeniably, a beast.  Huge, with ice-blue eyes and long, ice-blonde hair, as big around as a bear.  And he looked utterly capable of ripping her head off and hurling it through somebody’s chest.  But he looked…desperate.  There was no question in her mind that he was asking her, silently, to take him from this.  Whatever horrors he had envisioned in her hands, they must have been minor compared to the disgusting perversions he was seeing at the hands of these men. 
 
    Yet, there was also that nagging gut instinct.  Like something deep within was trying to wrest control of her legs and make her flee. 
 
    Swallowing, Bonnie turned away from him and glanced at the two fey twins.  A boy and a girl.  They looked like teenagers, maybe fourteen or fifteen.  They were in adjoining cells, watching her with fear in their eyes, secured to the wall behind them with regular-sized chains, instead of the massive ones holding the barghest in place. 
 
    Twins, Bonnie thought.  She couldn’t separate twins.  And they looked so innocent and scared.  So she had to get the yatagarasu.  …didn’t she?  Masaaki was just being an asshole.  …wasn’t he?  The little Chinese woman looked like she would gladly stab Bonnie in the eye with one of Masaaki’s swords, if given half the chance.  The barghest, as big and supposedly dangerous as he was, looked like he wanted to go with her.  And the slaver had talked about doing horrible things to the big man in chains… 
 
    “Umm…”  Bonnie swallowed.  She could take the barghest.  Or the yatagarasu.  Or one of the twins…  But then she’d be separating twins and they looked like kids. 
 
    “I could go get more money and come back,” Bonnie said. 
 
    Masaaki gave her a disgusted sigh.  “We don’t need the damn barghest.  Too dangerous, wan-ko.  Barghests eat vampires, in the Third Realm.  If you must take one, take a fey.”  And, when Masaaki met her eyes, there was dead seriousness in them. 
 
    He’s telling me not to take the barghest, Bonnie realized, startled.  Because he’ll eat me.  She glanced again at the chained bear of a man, who was still pleading with her in silence.  He didn’t look like he wanted to hurt her.  The ivory stripes of tattoos, scrolled upon his body in pretty, symmetrical patterns, was flexing back and forth with his chest as he panted.   
 
    …hyperventilated? 
 
    “Uh…”  She swallowed.  “Are you sure we don’t want him?” 
 
    With a sigh, Masaaki turned and considered the huge man kneeling on the floor.  “What these nice young men won’t tell you about barghests, my love, is that they’re stronger and faster than a vampire, and have the power of shadows at their command.  They are the perfect night-hunters, my sweet.  And, while that kind of power is delectable to many vampires, they’re also absolutely wretched playthings unless properly trained.  Which he obviously has not been.  He’d rip up your pretty new house, love.” 
 
    “I don’t care about that,” Bonnie blurted, seeing the way the man’s platinum-blonde eyebrows furrowed as he turned to glare at Masaaki.  “I’ll get him anyway.  I’ll just get more money.” 
 
    Masaaki narrowed his eyes at her.  “Darling.  While I’m sure these nice young men would love for you to go empty out your accounts for them, that barghest is worthless and will stay.  He obviously hurt someone, girl.  Look at his arms.  Only a fool would pay money for a creature like that.” 
 
    Bonnie returned his glare.  “You said the yatagarasu was worthless, too.  What the hell, Masaaki?” 
 
    He made a disgusted sound.  “You told me I would be making the decision this trip.”  Then, turning to the three men, he said, “We’ll take the Chinese whore.  She’s obviously stuck on the idea, and I refuse to listen to her bitch at me for the next week, while we wait for your next shipment.” 
 
    “Please take me,” the big man blurted, from the cage.  It was the first thing any of the slaves had said, and it made the other three slaves turn and give him a curious look.  The man was looking directly at Bonnie, ignoring everyone else, begging her with his gaze.  “Please.” 
 
    Immediately, one of the slavers walked over and hit the man across the face with a riding crop through the bars.  “You will stay silent, maggot,” the driver of the car snapped.  “Or the next time I ride you, I won’t use lube.” 
 
    But the barghest hadn’t taken his eyes from Bonnie’s face.  His ice-blue gaze was desperate.  “Please.” 
 
    The man with the riding crop started beating him, then, brutally hitting him upon the unprotected face and chest, while big the man could neither duck nor raise his hands to protect himself.  He lost balance and fell over sideways, on his side, as the man brutally continued his attack on his chest, his thighs, his genitals…   
 
    “Stop it!” Bonnie cried.  “I’ll take—” 
 
    But Masaaki grabbed her by the shoulders and started propelling her from the room.  “We’re done here,” the samurai growled.  To the men, he said, “We will be expecting the yatagarasu in our hands by morning.”  Then he was shoving her down the hall, up the stairs, through the garage, and back into the van. 
 
    “I can’t believe you left him there!” Bonnie cried, once they were back in the nice, posh interior of the Mercedes.  She was still shaking, utterly sick to her stomach. 
 
    “Listen to me,” Masaaki growled.  “That thing was dangerous.  You told me to help you pick out things that you could free, and there is no way I am letting you free that thing.  They eat vampires, you understand?” 
 
    “They were beating him,” Bonnie snapped back.  “Because he was asking me to take him.” 
 
    Masaaki narrowed his eyes at her.  “Wan-ko, that is what they do to slaves.  And he was probably asking for you to take him because he could see that you were a damned queen.  And he would find a queen especially tasty.” 
 
    Bonnie froze.  “What?” 
 
    “Remember how you were telling me you saw lines of color in people?” Masaaki said.   
 
    “Their blood,” Bonnie said, with a wince. 
 
    “Most native denizens of the Third Land can see the same way,” Masaaki agreed.  “It’s how you hunt.  And make no mistake, daimyō, that thing was a killer.  I had a short conversation with the slavers while you were pouting in the car.  It killed its last mistress—a vampire who thought it would be fun to have a great big predator serving her hand and foot—and splattered one of the Five Realms men’s brains across the wall on its first week in Alaska.  They’ve had it for two years and no sales, because no intelligent vampire is going to touch him, aside from maybe a vampire lord or a queen…someone who can enthrall him.  And even then, too risky.  They’re going to put it down sometime next month.” 
 
    “‘It’ is a ‘him,’ Masaaki,” Bonnie snapped.  “And if he’s really that dangerous and they’re going to kill him, why can’t I just bring him home and enthrall him?” 
 
    Too late, she realized what she had said. 
 
    Beside her, Masaaki went utterly still.  When he spoke, his voice was near a whisper.  “You say that so casually, daimyō.” 
 
    “He was begging me, Masaaki!” she cried, remembering the pleading in the man’s face.  “And we left him there.” 
 
    “He probably knows he’s soon to die,” Masaaki retorted.  “What you witnessed was the desperation of a doomed man.  Nothing more.” 
 
    “That’s horrible!” Bonnie cried. 
 
    “That’s life,” Masaaki snapped back.  “You are the one who insisted on dealing with slavers, daimyō.  Things like that happen every day, anywhere men are caged at the whim of another.  If you want to continue your dealings with them, you are going to have to face the reality of all this, Bonnie.  If you don’t, they’ll continue to charge you three times what they should, and laugh all the way to the bank.” 
 
    Bonnie froze.  “You mean I could have bought the barghest?” 
 
    Masaaki made a disgusted noise and looked out the window.  “Not after opening your mouth about the yatagarasu.” 
 
    Bonnie blinked.  “What?” 
 
    When the samurai turned to look back at her, he sighed, but there was still irritation in his eyes.  “I have seen how you buy things here, wan-ko, so you have some excuse.  You don’t haggle.  There is a set price.  You simply place what you want in a basket, take it to the front, and pay the price.”  He let out a slow breath.  “With things like slaves, there is no set price.  It is either the highest the buyer is willing to pay, or the lowest the seller is willing to sell.  Most times, you must haggle, and come to some medium in between.  Tonight, they simply set their price, and you paid it, like a fool.” 
 
    Bonnie blushed.  “It’s like a used car.” 
 
    “It’s going to set a precedent,” Masaaki growled.  “One that will be hard for you to break.  You paid their price once, why not pay it again?  After all, they have the food that you need to survive.  Until you build your harem, they have all the cards.” 
 
    “I still think we should’ve bought the barghest,” Bonnie muttered.  “I feel horrible for leaving him there.” 
 
    “You’re going to be leaving a lot of people behind, daimyō,” Masaaki growled.  “Get used to it.”  Then, taking a deep breath, he said, “Thank you for buying the yatagarasu.  I thought, for a moment there, you were going to leave her behind.” 
 
    Bonnie’s mouth fell open at his hypocrisy.  “You were telling me to leave her behind.” 
 
    “I was trying to keep you from having to spend all of your money on her,” Masaaki retorted.  “Every time you opened your mouth, you doubled her damn price.” 
 
    Bonnie blushed and looked at the steering wheel.  “Oh.” 
 
    Masaaki made a disgusted sound.  “You didn’t know.  I should have instructed you beforehand.  But now that you do know, just think about it next time.  You should have come out of there with the twins and the yatagarasu, for the amount of money you brought.  If you show disinterest, it is expected.  They will lower their price.  But for the love of Buddha, don’t get excited like a little kid at a sweets-stand.  They will charge you whatever they think you can afford.” 
 
    Bonnie felt tears coming to her eyes, thinking of the three she had left behind.  The barghest had screamed for her to come back, as the asshole had whipped him through the bars.  And now here she was sitting in this nice, plush seat of a Mercedes, while he was lying in his own blood on the floor of a cell.  The thought still left a sickness pooled in Bonnie’s gut.  Like frozen sewage, slowly thawing against her insides. 
 
    “I don’t think I can do this,” Bonnie whispered. 
 
    Masaaki seemed to understand, because he reached out and touched her gently on the shoulder.  “You won’t have to do it again, daimyō.  They will deliver the yatagarasu in the morning.  I will explain the situation to her.  She will stay.” 
 
    Bonnie was a bit comforted by the surety in his voice, but she still felt that sickening guilt for leaving the barghest behind.  He had been begging her.  Looking through sudden tears, she just nodded and started the car. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17: Plan B 
 
    Vampires.  She, Sanzuwu Daiyu, the killer of vampires, had been become a captive to them.  Again.   
 
    The thought was a rising panic in her breast, a knowing that her miserable life was about to return to the depravities of her captivity in Mongolia.   
 
    Not again, she thought, remembering her brother, her sister, her mother…  All bought, sold, and traded like chattel to Third Landers.  She had gone to free them, once she escaped, and only found her sister still alive.  Her brother had been disemboweled for killing one of his captors, then left to die slowly with only a brief few seconds of sunlight every day for two years until he passed, as an example to his fellow captives.  Her mother had committed suicide by throwing herself into the jaws of a possessed Third Lander in her captors’ dungeon.  And her sister, while still alive, was now a ghost to the world, haunting the highest reaches of the Himalayas to avoid humanity and the darklanders.  
 
    After losing her family, after watching her sister’s dead eyes as she rocked in a cave in the Himalayas, Daiyu had dedicated the rest of her life to killing them. 
 
    It had all fallen apart in Russia.  She had heard of an old vampire nest and had decided to strike in the middle of the day, as she had hundreds of times before, but this one had been different.  She had gotten word of an ancient vampire lord in St. Petersburg and had flown there to kill him… 
 
    And Victor Lebedev had been the first vampire that had managed to slip past her defenses and touch her since escaping the Mongolian nest eight hundred years before.  She’d killed hundreds of them—thousands—in the eight centuries that followed her escape from Mongolia, and not only had the Fāguāng not worked on him, but he, too, had been skilled in Shaolin Kung Fu. 
 
    He’d been strong and fast, and completely immune to her Fāguāng.  Because, of course, he already had another Three-Legged-Crow in chains in his basement that her source hadn’t bothered to tell her about.  She had been three quarters of the way through destroying his nest when Victor had slipped up behind her, despite the Fāguāng, and, in mere seconds, he’d slid his fangs into her side and enthralled her.  He’d actually kissed her as she went limp, falling into his arms like a harlot. 
 
    Ah, you must be the famous vampire killer, Victor had murmured in her ear.  I heard you were in town.   
 
    His nest had been given explicit instructions not to harm her…and Victor had made her wear her swords on her hip because it pleased him to see her wear her ‘decorations’ as she served him tea and rutted on him in bed.  He hadn’t, at least, shared her.  That much had been a blessing. 
 
    Now, though, four and a half years after her capture, after the novelty of having a vampire slayer as a personal servant to show off to his Russian mobster friends eventually wore off, Daiyu had been sold to slavers bound for America. 
 
    Enslaved again.  Fodder for vampires.  And unlike Victor, who had looked at her more as a trophy to be shown off than a plaything to be savaged, she knew these vampires were not going to be gentle.  She remembered the way the Japanese vampire had called her a whore, how he had casually discussed the captives like they had no more importance than different cuts of meat…   
 
    It was Mongolia all over again.  Mongolia…with no way out.  She wore ensorcelled steel, and she hadn’t gotten a good look, but she was reasonably sure the female had been a queen. 
 
    Thinking of the helpless devotion of the Nótt Danzleikr, a panic began building in her breast, and it was all Daiyu could do to keep from thrashing like an animal as the slavers stopped the vehicle and opened the sliding door. 
 
    Though she was blindfolded and gagged, her arms locked in steel behind her back, Daiyu kicked at her captors when they pulled her out of the van.  They grabbed her easily and hefted her up and out of the back, then dropped her to the ground, her chin hitting the dirt hard, with sharp gravel digging into her naked breasts and stomach.   
 
    “Be careful with her,” the Japanese vampire who had called her a whore snapped. 
 
    Daiyu tried to kick at their legs, their feet, the ankles…anything…but without being able to see, they simply laughed and danced around her.  She was hyperventilating, now, knowing the sorts of things that awaited her in her new home.  Her captors had taken great pleasure in telling her of the depravities that went on in that basement.  One of their best customers.  Constantly having to replenish their supply. 
 
    Then her captors were slamming the back door on the van and she heard gravel crunch as they walked back to the front.  The engine still running, she heard the increase in RPMs, then heard the tires pop against the gravel as they eased away from her.  Then the car engine vanished in the distance, leaving her alone with the vampires. 
 
    Then she heard another crunch on the gravel, slow and easy, and Daiyu froze.  It grew close enough to kick, and she twisted and tried, her ankles locked together with rope. 
 
    Surprisingly, her feet hit nothing. 
 
    “Shhh!” the Japanese vampire cried.  “Shhh, shhh…”  She felt him kneeling beside her, near her chest, out of range of her feet.  Very gently, he touched her face. 
 
    Daiyu screamed a curse at him through the gag and rolled away, kicking at the air where she thought he had been. 
 
    “Calm!” the Japanese vampire said, grabbing her by a foot and holding it in place.  “Ancestors, please!  Let me take off your blindfold and get that thing out of your mouth so we can talk.” 
 
    Daiyu went still, wary and panting. 
 
    “Shhh, calm.”  Very gently, the man reached forward and started unbuckling the blindfold and the gag.  As soon as they were no longer covering her face and eyes, Daiyu sucked in a huge breath of air to scream. 
 
    The Japanese man’s hand came down on her mouth suddenly and he lifted the other in a fist to strike her. 
 
    Daiyu cringed twisted away, waited for the blow. 
 
    A sudden light hit her face, as bright as the sun. 
 
    Confused, Daiyu opened her eyes.  The Japanese man’s fist, which he was holding up for her, was shining with a brilliant, glorious energy… 
 
    Daiyu felt her mouth fall open as she looked at the man’s fist, to his face, and back.  It wasn’t a spell.  It wasn’t blood magic, causing the air around his hand to glow.  His flesh was glowing.  As magnificent as the sun.  
 
    “You will not scream?” the yatagarasu asked softly. 
 
    Her mouth fell open and she gave a small shake of her head. 
 
    Yet still he kept his hand against her lips, and his oddly-striped brown eyes were timid.  “I wore a façade when I entered the slave den,” he said softly.  “I do not think you’re a whore, sanzuwu.”  Then, very slowly, he removed his hand.  “We were trying to save you.” 
 
    Daiyu stared up at the yatagarasu a long moment, then twisted to find the vampire standing a few yards off, watching them with interest.  Then Daiyu noticed the color to the vampire’s flesh, the golden tinge mingling with the silver. 
 
    …silver? 
 
    “That is a queen!” she gasped, rolling up against the yatagarasu’s knees in her haste to get away from the vampire. 
 
    The yatagarasu caught her and helped her sit up.  “Yes, sanzuwu, a queen.  And yes.  I’ve been feeding her.” 
 
    “She enthralled you,” Daiyu said, in horror.  Honored ancestors, a vampire queen.  A young one, too, by the look of her.  Probably only then building her harem.  And with two golden crows enthralled… 
 
    The yatagarasu held her in place and said, “Not enthralled.  I drank of her poison.  As will you, if you choose to feed her.” 
 
    Food for a Third Lander.  Again.  Daiyu started panting and attempted to pull away, roll to her feet, something.   
 
    “Not enthralled,” the yatagarasu snapped.  “Look at me.  Tell me what you see.” 
 
    Daiyu froze at the sharpness to his voice.  Slowly, she turned to the yatagarasu, then saw the bleached ripples in his eyes, the streaks of silver just then starting to show in his hairline.  Because she couldn’t believe she had heard him correctly, she said, “You chose to feed her?”  And now that she was looking, he looked paler and more lifeless than most men, which is what had, at first glance, made her think he was a vampire. 
 
    “It’s a long story,” the yatagarasu said, “but she freed me, as I’m about to free you.  We’re going to give you the choice to stay or go.  If you stay, I will make you drink of her poison, so she cannot enthrall you by accident.” 
 
    Daiyu’s heart started pounding.  He said they were going to free her.  Suddenly, her entire world had narrowed to that one simple fact. 
 
    “Truthfully, I need some help,” the yatagarasu went on.  “I don’t think I can last another two weeks feeding her alone.  If you stayed and helped me, sanzuwu, I would be greatly indebted to you.” 
 
    Daiyu narrowed her eyes.  He wanted her to let a vampire feed on her.  Willingly.  He must be sick.  Or insane.  She almost told him he was dreaming, but managed to keep her mouth in check, knowing that he’d be more likely to release her if he thought she was going to cooperate. 
 
    Though she had no intention of doing any such thing, she reluctantly said, “I could drink of the queen’s venom?” 
 
    The relief on the yatagarasu’s face was pitiful.  “Yes,” he said, putting a key in the padlock at her wrists, freeing them.  “We’ll also get the collar off your neck.  My daimyō has a spinning device that will cut it, if you can hold still.” 
 
    Every muscle in Daiyu’s body went stiff.  “I will hold still.” 
 
    “We’re going to free you,” the yatagarasu insisted again.  “Don’t run.” 
 
    “I won’t,” Daiyu lied.  And I don’t know how this vampire enthralled you, but when I find ensorcelled blades, I will return and kill her for you, yatagarasu.  Clearly you’re brainwashed or under a compulsion and need to be freed of the spell.  She knew that no Three-Legged-Crow would ever break bread with a vampire of his own free will.  It was revolting, the very antithesis of their natures, so clearly he was not in control of his faculties. 
 
    “Even if you don’t want to feed her,” the yatagarasu said, his eyes pleading with her.  “Please don’t run.” 
 
    “I won’t run,” Daiyu said, trying not to let her desperation show.  “Cut it off.” 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    As Masaaki had instructed before her arrival, Bonnie stayed a respectful distance from the new yatagarasu.  Even now, she was standing beside the couch as Masaaki cut the collar with the grinder against the wall, throwing sparks across the living-room.  As he did, he told the Chinese chick how they were going to find her a place to live and get her some clothes and give her a stipend for her services. 
 
    And all the while, Bonnie watched the woman’s face, and she knew.  Masaaki didn’t know, but Bonnie did.  Daiyu was too eager to please.  Too happy.  Too easy to laugh at his nervous jokes. 
 
    And, sure enough, when Masaaki cut the final piece of metal free and smiled and went to help her sit up, the woman shifted to crow form, jumped out of her bonds, launched into the air, and flew out the broken front-door window of her parents’ house. 
 
    Very slowly, the huge grin on Masaaki’s face faded and he lowered his head to look at the grinder in his hands.  For a long moment, he said nothing.  Then he set the grinder down, got up, went over to the door, and looked outside.  After several minutes of silence, he turned from the window, lifted Bonnie’s coat from the rack and threw it to her. 
 
    “Let’s go, daimyō.”  His voice was dull and lifeless.  “She’s not coming back.” 
 
    “Let’s stay here for a few hours,” Bonnie offered, agonized by the disappointment in his face.  “Until it’s time to go to Aikido practice.  Maybe she’ll come back, Masaaki.” 
 
    For a long moment, Masaaki simply stood there by the door, Bonnie’s coat in his hands.  Then he shrugged and put her jacket back on the rack and went to kneel beside the sofa, facing the front door.  When Bonnie tried to make conversation in the hours that followed, he simply grunted or gave her as brief a response as possible, usually a single word. 
 
    The yatagarasu didn’t come back.   
 
    When the time came for Aikido lessons, Masaaki simply got to his feet, went to the wall, retrieved her jacket, and threw it to her.  “Aikido lessons, daimyō.”  Then he pulled open the door and went to the car, defeat all over his features. 
 
    Bonnie followed, watched Masaaki stumble several times in Aikido practice, and again a couple hours later, in kendo practice.  Once they were in the car again that night, headed home, she cleared her throat. 
 
    “I don’t want to hear it, wan-ko,” Masaaki interrupted, before she could speak.  “My penance is to feed you.  Even if that means my death.” 
 
    “Okay, sure, whatever,” Bonnie said, because she had long ago realized that it was futile to argue with a samurai about cleansing his honor and dying needlessly.  “I was actually going to suggest we go to the grocery store for some multivitamins and electrolytes.  Get you souped up on Gatorade and vitamins.  Might help.” 
 
    “I want tea,” Masaaki said.  “I’m almost out.” 
 
    If there was one thing that Bonnie had learned about samurai, they drank tea like a racehorse.  What was worse, Masaaki had found a bottle of kombucha tea on a rack in a gas-station, and, upon tasting it, had decided that he would make it.  And nothing Bonnie had been able to say had kept him from filling her brand-new cellar with a dozen gallon-sized glass bottles of the nastiest, most putrid-looking brew she had ever seen.  It had scum floating on the top of it.  And he drank it.  With relish. 
 
    Bonnie shuddered.  “Do you have to make that disgusting stuff?” 
 
    Masaaki picked up a discarded kombucha bottle from the floorboards.  “Says it has all the vitamins and minerals that I need right here.”  He tapped the eye-catching label.  The entire bottle, Bonnie noted, had been covered with little Japanese scribbles from his dictionary. 
 
    Bonnie grimaced.  That’s just what he needed to learn.  Modern marketing propaganda on the wondrous beneficial qualities of fermented tea.  “Look.  I’m getting you some real food.  You can’t survive on just tea.  You’re not Chuck Norris.” 
 
    Masaaki frowned at her.  “I can survive on sunlight.” 
 
    Bonnie’s mouth fell open.  “Holy crap, you might actually have him beat.”  She considered that a long moment, tapping her finger to her jaw, then shook her head.  “Nah, he’s still cooler.”  Then she pulled to a stop at a light and twisted to jam her finger into Masaaki’s meaty chest.  “And you, my samurai friend, are going to eat some real food.  Living off sunlight may be all hunky-dory most of the time, but you’re feeding a vampire, so you gotta replace all those red blood cells.” 
 
    Masaaki frowned at her.  “I like tea.  I need another few boxes to refresh the kombucha batches downstairs.” 
 
    Bonnie sighed.  “Fine, so we’ll get tea and multivitamins and fruit.”  She thumped his chest again.  “And you will start eating it.” 
 
    “I eat food, I have to shit,” Masaaki grumbled.  “It’s uncomfortable.” 
 
    Bonnie opened her mouth…then shut it again.  She thumped his pec again.  “Everybody shits.  The shogun shits.  You will be eating real food, not sugar-water.  Got it?” 
 
    Masaaki grunted and picked up a judo manual, pointedly ignoring her. 
 
    Narrowing her eyes, Bonnie drove them to a grocery store and parked, then told the samurai to stay in the car. 
 
    Masaaki yawned, tossed the judo manual into the backseat with the mastiff, and got out of the car with her.  Sprawled out in the back, taking up every inch of the seat, Angus sniffed the judo manual and then shoved it off of his back, onto the floor. 
 
    Bonnie watched Masaaki calmly close his door and adjust the swords on his belt.  “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “What if you get attacked again?” Masaaki demanded.  “I need to be nearby to rescue you.” 
 
    Bonnie rolled her eyes and gestured to the parking-lot.  “This is a public place.  They have cameras and security guards, as well as tiny guardian elves.  Nobody’s stupid enough to attack someone in a store, Masaaki.  There’s too many witnesses.”  Even this late at night, just after sunset, the parking-lot had tons of people in it, most of whom were wearing the bright clothes and the shorts/sneakers/ T-shirt combos of out-of-state tourists.  Nice summertime evenings, in Alaska, were always active and busy.  On sunny days, people went shopping or hiking at ten or eleven at night, and didn’t think anything of it. 
 
    “I’m your bodyguard,” Masaaki retorted.  “How am I going to guard your body if I’m sitting in the car with that demonkin’s mutt breathing down my neck?” 
 
    “Oh, dammit, fine,” Bonnie said.  Because, in truth, having so much money sitting in the bank was making her uncomfortable.  Aside from Masaaki’s splurges on martial arts books and war paraphernalia, she’d actually cut back on her spending, trying to keep anyone from noticing.  She’d been getting a small instead of a large coffee at Sleepy Dog, and had taken to parking the Mercedes out behind the building, so Josh and the other baristas wouldn’t see her driving a two hundred thousand dollar car.  For the last week, she had been considering buying a really crappy old beater car so nobody saw her driving a Mercedes.  Having that much money just didn’t feel…secure.  Like she suddenly needed twenty guys with submachine guns and a train of intimidating black SUVs wherever she went, just to keep some crazy from deciding she would make an excellent hostage or kidnapping victim. 
 
    So, though she would never admit it to his face, having Masaaki around just made her feel…safer.  Even walking around in a damn kendogi and manskirt, toting around three swords in the middle of Fred Meyer, Masaaki had become a comforting presence, something she could rely on. 
 
    Masaaki grunted and stretched his arms limberly over his head, yawning as he flexed his spine with the ease of a dancer.  Bonnie noticed, despite herself, that he looked even better in the kendogi now that he’d spent a few days breaking it in, so it no longer had the stiffness and wrinkles like it had just come out of a manufacturer’s shrink-wrap.  She saw the way the heavy cloth clung to his body in all the right places and cleared her throat, quickly finding something else to look at.  She locked the doors on the Mercedes. 
 
    Masaaki continued to stretch, groaning.  “I think Master Shinzato damaged my liver with that last sword strike.  I can feel the blood pooling inside, under my lungs.” 
 
    Oh.  Great.  Just what she needed to hear.  Bonnie had gotten used to the crazy, random-ass stuff that the immortal said as an ‘oh, by the way…’ and had long since stopped feeling sorry for his bouts of internal bleeding.  Shinzato Yuusuke had, after all, offered him armor.  Repeatedly.  “Food,” Bonnie said, heading toward the front door.   
 
    Masaaki cut his stretch short with a startled sound and hurried after her. 
 
    Inside Fred Meyer, Bonnie grabbed Masaaki by the belt and yanked him through the automatic doors before he could start another thirty-minute search for elves.  While he was twisting around, looking behind them, she tugged a cart out of the foyer and shoved samurai and cart through the second set of automatic doors and into the main store.   She took him to the multivitamins first.  As soon as they were in the aisle, Masaaki whipped out his handy-dandy little pocket-dictionary and frowned up at the heading over the shelf. 
 
    “That says ‘women’s vitamins,’” Masaaki informed her. 
 
    Bonnie narrowed her eyes.  “Women’s vitamins have more iron in them.  Iron is important if you lose blood.  You’ll go anemic if you don’t have iron.” 
 
    “It says they’re for women.”  He wandered over to the men’s section.  “Here.  These are for men.”  He pointed to the non-iron-rich vitamins on the shelf above him. 
 
    “Listen to me,” Bonnie growled, not about to try to explain to a samurai the nutritional mechanics of menstrual cycles, because that for sure would keep him from touching the women’s vitamins.  “You need these.”  She threw a few bottles of women’s multivitamins into the cart. 
 
    The samurai narrowed his eyes at the bottles—each showing a happy, healthy woman on them—then looked up at her.  “What are you trying to say, wan-ko?” 
 
    “You’re losing blood.  You need these.  Women lose a lot of blood.  These are better for rebuilding blood.” 
 
    For a moment, Masaaki just gave the pills a blank stare.  Then his eyes widened and he took a step backwards.  He looked up at the woman’s shelf with outright horror on his face. 
 
    Bonnie slapped her face into her hand, knowing, by then, that the situation was beyond salvage.  “Fine.  You know what?  Fine.”  She yanked the bottles out of the cart, stacked them back on the shelf, took several men’s vitamins from the shelf, and then followed those up with some iron supplements. 
 
    She then steered him to the sports drinks section, where she loaded up the cart with a good forty bottles of pretty-colored liquids for him to try, then they headed over to the produce department, where she bought him plenty of fruits and veggies to compliment the ‘sushi rice’ she had bought at a specialty foods shop in Anchorage.   
 
    Bonnie, whose ‘food aficionado’ status before the samurai’s appearance had been limited to the pursuits of microwaveable cheeseburgers and frozen pizza, hadn’t even realized there was a difference between regular rice and sushi rice.  Which, of course, had made Masaaki call her a barbarian.  He liked, it seemed, to call people barbarians.  When he was the one running around with swords and sticking them in people.  The hypocrite. 
 
    “Tea,” Masaaki said, once they’d filled the cart with enough fruits and veggies to make an elephant puke.  He pulled out his pocket dictionary again. 
 
    Bonnie rolled her eyes, but took him back to the tea aisle.  “You’re on your own this time, buddy.”  Then, as he started wandering around the shelves, puzzling through the titles, she said, “Okay, while you look real good at the pictures, I’m gonna wander over to the coffee aisle and get myself some java.  I’m running low.”  She waved at the shelves upon shelves of tea.  “Get whatever looks good.  I’m thinking ten boxes max, though.  I’ll be back in a minute, okay?” 
 
    Masaaki grunted and started combing his fingers along the boxes, flipping through his annoying little book.  “What is pomegranate?” 
 
    “And stay there,” Bonnie said, hesitating at the end of the aisle. 
 
    Masaaki waved her off and kept searching. 
 
    Sighing, Bonnie pulled her cart around the end of the aisle and went looking for coffee.  Out of habit, she started looking at the brands that were on sale, first, then, halfway through picking out the cheapest, most generic brand she could find, realized that in the last week she had just dumped over fifty thousand dollars on a sword-swinging freak, was probably about to spend another three hundred on food for his ungrateful ass, had just inherited millions, and she deserved Folgers, dammit. 
 
    She had found her favorite canister, tucked down on the bottom shelf, and was standing back up from retrieving it, when the air shimmered at the corner of her eye and a man materialized at her back.  An instant later, she felt two painfully sharp pricks against her spine.  “Scream,” a deep male voice said against her ear, “and I carve out your heart right here, vampire.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18:  Car Chase 
 
    Masaaki had picked out a nice little stack of boxes and canisters that had obvious tea leaves on them and then began to get impatient.  Leaving his boxes piled on the floor, he walked around the corner where he had seen Bonnie disappear, then frowned at the abandoned cart. 
 
    “Bonnie?” he called, ducking down a nearby aisle.  Aside from a little Chinese woman counting eggs inside the carton, it was empty.  He went back to his tea aisle saw no one, then glanced behind him at the indecipherable racks of items under the humming white lights.  “Bonnie?” he called again, walking partway down the coffee aisle.  As he rounded their cart, he saw the single canister, upside-down on the floor. 
 
    Masaaki stared at that a moment, then broke into a run.  He jogged down the end of the aisle, looked around in the main thoroughfare, and was just in time to see Bonnie being shoved through the elf-powered double-doors by a large, silver-skinned man before the doors closed behind them and they were lost to the dim half-light beyond. 
 
    Ancestors be merciful, it’s the lord. 
 
    Masaaki bolted for the exit, but they were some distance away, moving fast, and Bonnie and the man were already climbing into a huge, open-backed truck by the time he got through the doors to the courtyard beyond.  He heard the huge, rumbling engine start. 
 
    Heart hammering, now, Masaaki unsheathed his sword and ran after them.  “Bonnie!” 
 
    The great truck backed toward him briefly, then twisted and started to turn away.  Masaaki harnessed his hikari and pressed it into speed.  He dashed after the rumbling vehicle and had just enough time to grab its open back with his fingers before it was flying through the courtyard, dragging him. 
 
    Masaaki held on, knowing that to let go now would be to never see his daimyō again. 
 
    The truck took a sudden left turn, almost hurling him off into the road, but then came to a sudden stop at the corner, next to the big red ‘stop sign.’  Masaaki used the moment to climb quietly over the back of the truck and creep forward along the bed. 
 
    The vampire lord was looking ahead of them, one hand gripping his daimyō by the wrist, the other hand on the steering-wheel.  He hadn’t seen him, yet. 
 
    Masaaki slid forward as the car turned and started down toward a big ‘traffic light’ at the bottom of the hill.  When it rolled to a stop at the base of the hill, he struck. 
 
    Shoving his fist through the glass, Masaaki summoned his hikari and lit up the inside of the car in a wash of daylight, focused on his fist.  The lord screamed and recoiled, releasing the steering wheel to protect his face. 
 
    “Bonnie, go!” Masaaki screamed. 
 
    She tumbled out of the open door and fell to the ground on her back, staring up at Masaaki and the screaming lord in horror. 
 
    “Run!” Masaaki shouted.  “Back to the car!  Now!”  He gave the vampire an extra-long dose, ensuring he would not follow, then jumped from the bed and, drawing his sword, moved to the door. 
 
    “No!” Bonnie shouted.  The infuriating woman had not run, as instructed.  “Don’t you dare, Masaaki!” 
 
    “This is twice now,” Masaaki snarled, “He’s going to die.”  He yanked the driver’s-door open, revealing the whimpering vampire on the other side.  He lifted his sword to strike. 
 
    “That is an order, Masaaki.  Goddamn it.  You can’t.” 
 
    He could.  Easily.  And, as the vampire looked up at him in wretched, shuddering misery, huddled against the floorboards of his massive car, Masaaki realized they both knew it.  Seeing the monster’s pale, silvery skin, the demonic pupils dilated all around, Masaaki raised his sword again. 
 
    “As your daimyō, I am telling you no,” she snapped. 
 
    Masaaki snarled and lowered his sword.  For a long moment, he and the vampire lord locked gazes, and, in the welling of old loathing and horror that followed, Masaaki almost killed him anyway.  Then, focusing his hikari on his hand again, making the vampire hiss and cringe away from him, he leaned into the cab and growled, “You’ve been spared once.  It won’t happen again.” 
 
    Then, with one last look at the sobbing wreck on the floorboards of the truck, Masaaki sheathed his sword and stalked after his daimyō. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Theo somehow managed to climb back behind the wheel and pull the doors shut and drive himself back to his hotel, though his entire body was trembling from head to toe, feeling awash in putrid liquid fire.  He weakly tugged the keys from the ignition and got out, but couldn’t get his feet under him and he rolled out onto the concrete. 
 
    “You okay, buddy?” a tourist in the hotel parking-lot asked, pausing in unpacking luggage from a shiny new rental car. 
 
    “Fine,” Theo rasped, crawling to his feet and slamming the truck door behind him, denting the frame. 
 
    Seeing that, the man’s eyes went wide and he put his dinky rental car between himself and Theo.  Theo stumbled past him and into the hotel lobby.  Then, ignoring the clerk’s questions at the front desk, he made his way to the staircase and climbed to his third-story room.  His hand was shaking so badly that it took him a good two minutes to force the keycard into the door, and by the time he pushed it open, Theo was close to simply ripping the entire thing off its hinges and throwing it down the stairs. 
 
    Calm down, he told himself, as he stepped inside and shut the door behind him.  You’ll already be lucky if they don’t call the cops.  And police, in his current state, were not something he would be able to deal with.  He’d simply feed from them, to cleanse the filth from his system, then move to Tibet. 
 
    A yatagarasu.  In eight hundred years, he’d never been attacked by a yatagarasu.  He’d seen them, twice, in two different dungeons, while out visiting fellow refugees from the Third Lands.  But never free.  Never with their magics unfettered. 
 
    “Chriiiiiiiiiiist,” Theo moaned, slumping to the bed.  “Oh fuuuuuck that sucked.” 
 
    That was two for two.  And both times, Theo had gotten his ass handed to him.  She had enthralled a yatagarasu.  And the yatagarasu had fully intended to kill him, he’d seen it in the man’s eyes.  And she’d stopped him.  Because she wanted a lord as a thrall.  But she wasn’t going to take him in public, too dangerous.  Hell, she’d probably followed him here. 
 
    “Fuuuck,” Theo groaned tilting his head to look at the window.  Whichever way she decided to enter, as nauseated and disoriented as he was, he wasn’t going to be able to do jack shit about it.  He’d even forgot to put up wards as he stepped into the room.  Not like he had the ability to even feel the magic right now.  “Gooooood,” he whimpered, curling into a ball on the bed, boots and all.  “Fuck me, fuck me.” 
 
    A few minutes later, he was dry-heaving over the edge of his bed, onto the floor, having already retched up the meager remnants of his roast beef sandwich he’d purchased at the nearby gas station.  Whimpering, he panted and tried to get his bearings as the world increasingly began to twist around him.  He was grabbing the bed with both hands, now, just to assure himself that he wasn’t being thrown off by the way the world seemed to be spinning without him. 
 
    Then he heard movement in the hall outside his door and he froze.  Footsteps.  Stopping outside his room. 
 
    “Um, Mister Strongwell?  Theo recognized the voice of the hotel clerk. 
 
    “Do not disturb!” Theo shouted, dropping his head back to the bed in relief. 
 
    “Uh, sir, I’ve got some folks here who say that you were just attacked by a guy with a sword.  You injured, sir?” 
 
    “Fuck off,” Theo shouted.  “No, I’m not injured.” 
 
    “Sir, you were stumbling…  Can you please open the door?  If you won’t open the door, I’m going to have to call the police.” 
 
    Cursing, Theo rolled off the bed and crawled to the door.   
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    “Goddamn it, I’m coming!  Let me get dressed.”  Theo crawled up the frame, held himself steady a moment, took several deep breaths, and opened the door. 
 
    The vampire queen, the yatagarasu, and the hotel clerk awaited him on the other side.  The yatagarasu was in jeans and a T-shirt, arms crossed over his chest, giving him a flat look.  Theo could see the tip of the longer sword poking out under his unzipped, long jacket. 
 
    “He looks okay,” the clerk said, inspecting him.  “I don’t see any blood.” 
 
    “Me neither,” the queen said, peering up at Theo’s face with a flat expression.  “Apparently he didn’t get stabbed.” 
 
    “Sorry to bother you, sir,” the hotel clerk said hurriedly.  “Come on, folks, let’s let Mister Strongwell get his rest.” 
 
    “Actually, I think I might’ve witnessed an assault,” the vampire queen said pointedly, “so I think I should probably get Mr. Strongwell’s side of the story, before I decide I need to go talk to the police anyway.” 
 
    The hotel clerk hesitated.  “Uhh…” 
 
    “They can stay,” Theo rasped, not wanting to involve a human in the blood-bath he knew was about to follow.  And, for the first time in eight centuries, he wasn’t exactly sure whose blood would be bathing whom.  He could barely stand up straight, and he was trembling from head to toe.  He stepped deeper into his room.  “Come in.  I’ll do what I can to alleviate your fears.” 
 
    “Yeah, we should probably just talk to him a minute, make sure we didn’t actually see what we thought we saw,” the queen replied.  “You go on.  I’ll come get you if I need to make that call, okay?” 
 
    The clerk licked his lips, gave Theo a nervous look, then said, “You sure, Mister Strongwell?  It was kind of against policy to come get you, but there was a hole in your back window, and the way you’d been walking…” 
 
    “Dammit, just go,” Theo snapped.  “I’ll take care of this.  They obviously saw it wrong.”  He backed into his room and waited for his guests to step inside. 
 
    The yatagarasu followed first, then the queen.  She softly shut the door behind her. 
 
    “So,” the queen said, in the long silence that followed.  “What the fuck, dude?” 
 
    Theo was warily working his way back to the bed, the yatagarasu keeping his body between the two of them, though he had thrown his jacket to the floor as soon as the door had shut. 
 
    “What do you mean, what the fuck?” Theo growled.  “You send your parents to capture you a lord and you go enthrall a yatagarasu and you ask me what the fuck?” 
 
    The queen glanced at the yatagarasu with a frown.  “What the hell is he talking about?” 
 
    “I want to kill him,” the yatagarasu said.  “Let me kill him.” 
 
    “No, dammit,” she growled.  “I want to know why he fucking attacked me.  Twice!” 
 
    “He was going to take you to his lair and force you to produce him an army,” the yatagarasu said, without taking his eyes from Theo.   
 
    “I was going to kill her,” Theo said. 
 
    From the sudden flash in the yatagarasu’s eyes, he knew it hadn’t been the smartest thing he’d ever said, but at that moment, he didn’t really care.  He slumped to the mattress and just rolled over onto his side, feeling so sick that death, at that point, was a welcome change. 
 
    “Okaaaaay,” the queen said, obviously not having expected that response.  She licked her lips and looked nervously at the door.  “So how many of you are there?  And why do you want me dead?  It was my parents, wasn’t it?  They hurt someone, didn’t they?” 
 
    “I killed them both,” Theo said, squeezing his eyes shut and gripping the bed again to still the wretched world’s spinning.  He figured if he stayed as un-threatening as possible, maybe the yatagarasu wouldn’t hit him with another blast of sunlight before he put one of those swords through his neck. 
 
    There was a very long silence before the queen said in a soft voice, “Seriously?” 
 
    “They fucking deserved it,” Theo growled.  “And you’ll get the same, when you don’t have your damned pet following you around.” 
 
    “I’m not enthralled,” the yatagarasu said. 
 
    Theo snorted.  “Right.” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    “Why would he be enthralled?” the queen said. 
 
    Theo lifted his head from the bed just long enough to see the perfectly fake puzzled look on the queen’s face, then dropped his forehead back to the blankets.  “Just have your pet kill me and get it over with.  Right now, I’d rather be dead, anyway.” 
 
    The queen started moving towards him.  “But I don’t unders—” 
 
    “Stay the fuck away from me!” Theo snarled, tumbling out of the bed and up against the far wall, facing her, his entire body trembling with the feel of the yatagarasu’s magic.  “You try to take me, bitch, and I will rip off your fucking arms.” 
 
    In that instant, the yatagarasu flared again, this time his whole body, and Theo shrieked and curled into a ball against the wall, sobbing under the vile filth that inundated his being. 
 
    “Masaaki, stop it,” the queen snapped. 
 
    The yatagarasu didn’t obey, but actually stepped forward, bringing the eye-searing light closer, wrenching a helpless wail from Theo’s chest.  A few feet away, the man’s voice growled, “This one needs to die, daimyō.  He intended to kill you.  He fed from me against my will.” 
 
    “Stop hurting him, Masaaki.  Now.” 
 
    The light vanished, leaving sweet, blessed darkness.  Theo realized his face was pressed to the hard hotel carpet, tears and saliva sticking to the floor under his sobs. 
 
    “Look,” the queen said, “I’m, um…not like my parents, okay?  Ask Masaaki.” 
 
    “He’s enthralled!” Theo screamed.  “Fucking kill me already!”  He couldn’t see, couldn’t move, couldn’t even hear worth a damn.  He felt like his whole being had been dipped in tar. 
 
    “I’m not enthralled,” the yatagarasu retorted.  “But you may be, if you don’t start treating her with respect.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck you,” Theo said.  But it came on a whimper of despair.  He knew he couldn’t stop them, if that’s what they decided to do.  With the yatagarasu pinning him down, she could sink her fangs into him and there wouldn’t be a damn thing Theo could do about it. 
 
    “Dude,” the queen said.  “Why does he think you’re enthralled?” 
 
    “You know how I sliced open your wrist and drank of your venom?” the yatagarasu patiently explained to her.  “If, instead, you had injected that same venom into my blood-stream, before I’d had a chance to immunize myself, I would be, even now, unable to disobey you, daimyō.” 
 
    “Well, shit, I wish you had told me that before I let you cut open my arm, you asshole.  A lot of stuff would have gone a lot more smoothly.” 
 
    “And I wouldn’t have been able to leave that tea aisle, once you told me to stay,” the yatagarasu retorted. 
 
    “Oh.”  She actually sounded embarrassed. 
 
    Slowly, even through his dimmed senses, the truth of the situation was beginning to dawn on Theo.  He had heard her tell the yatagarasu to stay in the tea aisle.  It was why he had accosted her in the coffee aisle and taken her around behind two other aisles and out.  He had assumed the yatagarasu couldn’t follow. 
 
    Very slowly, Theo opened his eyes and looked up at the yatagarasu, who was standing a good four feet out of reach, katana drawn.  Then, shaking all over, utterly weak, he turned his head to look at the queen. 
 
    “So,” the yatagarasu said to the queen, “I said I’d let you thrall a lord, if we couldn’t get anything else to help.”  His gray-on-brown eyes were fixed on Theo.  “This is a lord, and the sanzuwu fled.” 
 
    Theo’s heart started to hammer violently and he tried to crawl away. 
 
    “Stay there and face your fate like a man,” the yatagarasu growled, “or I’ll douse you with light again, demon.” 
 
    That was enough to make Theo stop crawling.  He froze against the carpet, because to be inundated with the yatagarasu’s light, at that point, was more horrifying than being taken as a thrall.  “Please don’t,” he whimpered.  “I won’t move.  Please.”  He was groveling like a coward, and he knew it, but he would do anything to keep the yatagarasu’s light from touching him again. 
 
    The yatagarasu grunted.  “Go ahead and take him, Bonnie.  He flinches, I’ll blast the chickenshit into a coma.” 
 
    Theo shuddered and closed his eyes in a wash of pure misery.  A queen.  He was going to be claimed by another queen.  He had given up everything and fled to the Third Realm so that he could never again fall prey to the depravities of another queen.   
 
    Theodore heard her approach and cringed into the carpet.  Instantly, he felt a wash of shame.  Theodore Ósvaldr Hjörr.  One of the most powerful barons on the Council of Lords, with a palace of his own, an army under his command, and having the respect of the entire Third Lands at the mere whisper of his name, and here he was squirming on the hard carpet of a second-rate hotel, trying to hold as still as possible while a queen thralled him so a yatagarasu wouldn’t hit him with his light again. 
 
    But the queen stopped beside the yatagarasu and said, “Why were you trying to kill me?” 
 
    Theodore laughed bitterly and rolled his head into the carpet, away from them. 
 
    The yatagarasu sighed.  “Just thrall him now and ask questions later.  He’ll answer your questions once you thrall him.” 
 
    “Shut up, Masaaki.”  A pause.  “How bad did he hurt you?  Can you even talk?”  Then, to Theo’s surprise, she came to squat beside him, just out of reach, so that she could see his face. 
 
    “Just do it,” Theo whispered, twisting his face away from her.  “I’ll give you nothing willingly, monster.” 
 
    Instead of laughing at him and telling him either way worked for her, the queen crept sideways until she was once more in his field of vision.  “Just do what?” she asked Theo, timidly. 
 
    “Thrall him,” the yatagarasu said. 
 
    “I thought you said you didn’t want me to thrall anyone, Masaaki,” the queen growled.  “You made me promise.” 
 
    She promised not to thrall…?  Theodore really met her eyes for the first time since their chance meeting at the gas-station.  Even through his misery, he was surprised at the nervousness he saw there.  Much the same as the anxiety she had shown at the pump.  Not at all the malicious, self-serving confidence he had always known of the queens.  And, back in his home realm, he had met dozens of queens. 
 
    “Lords are different,” Masaaki said.  “You can thrall as many of them as you want.  The self-serving scum do it to others, as thoughtlessly as picking up a coin off the street.” 
 
    “I do not,” Theo snapped, his anger rising.  “If that were true, crow, I would have enthralled you instead of tied you with rope.  Believe me.  It made more sense to thrall you, asshole.” 
 
    The yatagarasu’s sword seemed to dip slightly.  Then his shock faded with suspicion.  “Of course not.  You were saving your poison to thrall the queen.” 
 
    “You can’t thrall a queen!” Theo snapped back, his cheek still pressed to the carpet.  “Their magic is too strong.” 
 
    “Okay,” the queen said, “everyone just shut up about thralling for a second.  Nobody’s thralling anybody.  I don’t even know what the hell you’re talking about.  All I really want to know is why you’ve been trying to kill me.” 
 
    “You’re a queen,” Theo growled, meeting her amber gaze again.  “I was going to kill you before you had a chance to pollute this Realm and make more of your kind.” 
 
    She pursed her lips in an O.  “Ooooh,” she swallowed, “kaaaay.”   
 
    “Just sink your fangs into him and flex the muscles in your wrists,” the yatagarasu said.  “If you don’t yet have the control, then you can wrap one hand around your wrist and squeeze.  Simple.” 
 
    “Masaaki!” she snapped, “I’m not going to thrall him.  Stop being an ass.  You told me it was a horrible thing to do to somebody—hell, you made me promise not to—and just because this guy scared you, you don’t need to be a dick.  A lord is no different than a yatagarasu.” 
 
    “A vampire lord,” the yatagarasu snapped, “is entirely different, Bonnie.  That is what they do.  Their sole purpose in life is to enthrall an army and collect sustenance for queens.” 
 
    “I’m not doing it, okay?  Just stop being a prick and let me talk to him.”   
 
    The yatagarasu sighed, deeply, but went quiet.  Theo, who had been listening to the conversation with rising shock, watched as the queen bit her lip and turned back to him.  She seemed to study him a moment, all nerves. 
 
    “Uh.  Well.”  She cleared her throat, obviously compiling her thoughts.  “Okay.  See, Masaaki forced me to be a vampire.  He wanted to teach me to be a good vampire, see?  At least, I think that’s what was running through his screwed-up head.  Anyway, my parents didn’t even tell me I was a vampire until I got this note after they’d left, something about them bringing back a consort.  I don’t really know.  But they left Masaaki tied up in their attic when they left and I freed him and he made me drink his blood.  He’s got some weird honor-code thing going on where he’s been giving me his blood to keep me from having to drink from anyone else, but Masaaki can’t keep up and it’s really wearing him down and I was hoping maybe you’d let me drink your blood because we don’t have anyone else because the other yatagarasu flew off when we freed her and he’s going to die if you don’t?” 
 
    What the hell?  Theo rewound the garbled mess in his head, piecing it back together in his mind.  It sounded like the queen was…asking?  Theo slowly twisted his body on the rug to face her, stunned.  He saw hope mingled with anxiety in her eyes.  Was she asking? 
 
    “Careful, lord,” the yatagarasu warned, at his movement. 
 
    But Theo ignored him.  He was so utterly bewildered by her apparent query that, for a long moment, he could only stare.  “Are you…” he said softly, “…asking me, little queen?” 
 
    She blushed and looked down and started picking at the carpet.  “Ummm.”  She glanced up at the yatagarasu. 
 
    “You don’t have to ask him for shit,” the yatagarasu spat.  “Just take him and be done with it.  He’s demonkin.  Born of the Third Realm.  He doesn’t deserve your compassion, daimyō.  It’s lost on him.  Believe me.”  The flatness in the yatagarasu’s eyes, combined with the hatred in the man’s voice, left Theo feeling cold.  He knew, right then, that if this queen weren’t in the room with them, he would be dead. 
 
    But the queen’s face darkened and she said, “Masaaki, go stand out in the hall, okay?” 
 
    The yatagarasu went completely stiff.  “No.” 
 
    “Goddamn it, Masaaki, go!” she cried.  “I need to talk to him alone, okay?  You’re making things worse.” 
 
    “No, daimyō,” the yatagarasu repeated, firmly.  “If I leave you here with him, he will be a corpse when I do.” 
 
    And Theo realized right then that the yatagarasu was undeniably not enslaved.  And, in realizing that, Theo understood that there was nothing stopping the yatagarasu from putting his sword through his neck, should the man decide that the queen was taking too much time in thralling Theo.  And he would, too.  Theo sensed that, if she took much longer, his life was forfeit. 
 
    The queen—only a teenager, it seemed—didn’t seem to recognize that fact.  She gave the yatagarasu a long, irritated look, then turned back to Theo in a huff.  Immediately, she lost some of her confidence, and she sounded almost timid as she said, “Um, look.  I was hoping you could help us.  I’m not going to thrall you—” 
 
    “You’re going to thrall him or he’s going to die,” the yatagarasu interrupted. 
 
    “Masaaki, goddamn it!” she shouted.  “You are not helping the situation.” 
 
    “I am going to end the situation,” the yatagarasu snapped.  “One way or another.” 
 
    The queen went pale.  “You’re not killing him.” 
 
    “Enthrall him or I kill him.  One or the other.  He’s a lord, daimyō, which means he could enthrall me, if I let him sink his fangs into me.” 
 
    “I did sink my fangs into you,” Theo said softly.  Theo remembered the man screaming under him, thrashing in terror, and felt a wash of guilt.  “I’m sorry, Masaaki.” 
 
    The yatagarasu’s face hardened and he gave him a merciless stare.  “One or the other, daimyō.” 
 
    “Look, just give me a few minutes,” the queen snapped.  Then, to Theo, “Okay.  Um.  You said you were going to kill me ‘cause I was a queen?  I mean, like, what if I had those little black things ripped out of my arms?  Would everybody be happy, then?” 
 
    Theo froze.  “What?” 
 
    At the same time, the yatagarasu said, “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “Why not?” the queen demanded.  “You don’t want me to use them, I don’t want to use them, hell, you even said I should get them both removed, when you first cut me open, so if it would ease his mind, why not?” 
 
    Masaaki jabbed the sword at Theo.  “I’d carve the poison sacs out of his arms.  Gladly.  But yours, daimyō, will stay.” 
 
    “Why?” she demanded. 
 
    “For times like this, when you must choose whether to thrall a lord or let me kill him.” 
 
    Trembling and sick, Theo said, “Kill me, crow.  I’ve been thralled before.  I’d rather die than go back.” 
 
    The yatagarasu cocked his head at Theo and his eyes narrowed almost imperceptibly, but said nothing. 
 
    “Oh, this is just freakin’ stupid.”  The queen suddenly got up and bared her wrist to Theo’s lips.  “Go ahead.” 
 
    Theo glanced at the girl’s wrist for a startled moment before his instincts kicked in.  He rolled away from her as quickly as his sluggish body could move, in the hopes that the First Lander wouldn’t hit him with another blast of sunlight. 
 
    He was too late.  He screamed and curled in on himself as the yatagarasu’s light suddenly seared the entire room until it was too bright to see.  Then the light dimmed just enough for Theo to see the yatagarasu stepping forward, sword held high… 
 
    The queen ducked under the sword and dropped on top of him, putting her forehead to Theo’s cheek.  For a moment, Theo thought she was trying to feed, and he started to throw her off.  Then he realized that both of her hands were planted over his face and arms, protecting as much of Theo’s skin as she could. 
 
    Instantly, the yatagarasu’s light went dim.  “Daimyō,” he said softly, “get off of him.  Right now.”  There was fear in the man’s suddenly pale face.  Unmistakable fear. 
 
    “No, goddamn it,” the queen retorted, lifting her head so that Theo could look up at her in bewilderment.  She was not looking at him, however, and was peering up at the yatagarasu.  “Listen to me.  Both of you.  Masaaki, it would not go well if you leave a decapitated corpse in this hotel room.  They would take your swords and put you in jail.”  She turned to look down at Theo.  “Nameless vampire dude, I am not your regular vampire dudette.  I’m not going to be thralling anyone, okay?  But Masaaki is dying and you could help us.  You don’t have to.  Hell, at this point, all I really want to hear is that you’re not gonna try to kill me again.  But you could help him.” 
 
    “Daimyō,” the yatagarasu said softly, eyes catching on Theo.  “Get off of him.  Please.”  And Theo knew that the last word was meant for him. 
 
    “Put your sword away, samurai,” the queen retorted, oblivious.  “He’s not going to hurt me.”  Obviously, the queen had no idea that a lord was stronger and faster.  …or that every instinct in Theo’s body was screaming at him to run his fangs through her neck and twist off her head. 
 
    Slowly, Theo turned to look at the yatagarasu, who was standing two steps away, utterly rigid, then returned his gaze to the queen who was straddling him.  He considered. 
 
    “Don’t…” the yatagarasu whispered. 
 
    “Back off,” Theo said, holding the queen’s gaze.  Above him, the queen frowned. 
 
    But the yatagarasu understood.  Very slowly, he took a step backwards. 
 
    “Further,” Theo growled.  “Get out.” 
 
    “You’re going to die, demon.”  But the yatagarasu backed to the other end of the room.  He did not, of course, leave them alone together, but it was far enough for Theo’s comfort. 
 
    Then, very gently, Theo reached up and lifted the queen off of him. 
 
    She grunted as he set her aside, obviously surprised at his strength. 
 
    “Little one,” Theo said, “one thing you will learn…”  He glanced over at the yatagarasu, who was still watching him from the far wall, utterly stiff.  “A lord is dangerous.” 
 
    She frowned down at him.  “So?” 
 
    Theo was shocked.  Was she truly that innocent?  He considered her, then glanced again at the yatagarasu.  “Give me your wrist again,” he said, watching the crow. 
 
    The golden crow stiffened as the queen naively held out her arm. 
 
    “Extend your fangs,” Theo said, eyes still on the yatagarasu. 
 
    “Umm…” she said, looking down at the pale flesh of her forearm.  “I…uh…can’t.  I’m sorry.” 
 
    Theo turned to her, surprised.  “You’re young.” 
 
    “I’m nineteen,” she said, glaring.  As if that made her ancient. 
 
    Theo blinked at her.  “How long have you been awakened?” 
 
    She blushed.  “Oh.  Just a couple weeks ago, I guess.  Masaaki made me do it.” 
 
    Just weeks ago…  Theo’s breath caught.  Glancing again at the yatagarasu, Theo reached a shaking hand to her forearm and started massaging the fangs from her wrist. 
 
    “Ow,” she whimpered.  “Ow, ow, owww…” 
 
    Against the wall, the yatagarasu took a step forward. 
 
    “Stay there or she loses the arm,” Theo said, without looking.  He watched her tiny fangs emerge from the still-forming scars of her wrist.  Then, once they were visible, he brought the protrusions to his lips, wrapped a hand around the small bulge in her wrist and squeezed. 
 
    “Ewwwww,” the queen said, as silver magic began to spill forth from the fangs, into his mouth.  Grimacing, she twisted her body away, but of course her arm was held immobile.  “Yuck, yuck.” 
 
    Theo drank…and felt his entire world shift.  Like liquid ambrosia, the queen’s magic flowed through him, spreading outward in a tingling heat from his center, wiping out the pain of the yatagarasu’s light.  “Oh…” he murmured, his heart beginning to pound like a jackhammer.  “Oh my.” 
 
    “You’re dead, demon,” the yatagarasu snapped. 
 
    But Theo was staring at the queen’s wrist in awe.  Throughout his long life, as many countless years that he had spent in thrall…he’d never imagined that imbibing of a queen could feel so good.  The blood magic was electrifying him, heating up his carnal senses, demanding that instinctive mating rite.  He was actually having trouble breathing, holding it back. 
 
    What was worse, he had to fight the insane instinct to press the fangs from her other wrist and drink of those, too, while he used his other hand to tear off her clothes.  Clearing his throat, finding it hard to focus at the sudden, wondrous buzz of the queen’s magic, he bared his wrist, pushed forth his fangs, and said, “Drink of me.” 
 
    “What?” the girl asked, rubbing her wrist where her own fangs had slipped back into their sheath. 
 
    “Drink of me,” he growled, flexing his venom-sac slightly, allowing a silver dribble at the tip of his fang, into his palm.  “Now.  Before I change my damned mind.” 
 
    Against the wall, the yatagarasu’s sword dipped a bit and he straightened.  
 
    “Uh.”  She glanced at the silver droplets, then sniffed and reached up to wipe her nose.  “Dude, that’s really gross.” 
 
    Theo blinked at her complete dismissal of his gift, then narrowed his eyes.  Grabbing her arm, he pulled her forward until his fangs were an inch from her nose, the puddle of silver in the palm of his hand directly under her lips.  “Drink,” he growled. 
 
    “That’s gross!” the queen cried, scrabbling at his arm with her soft white fingers. 
 
    “Drink it, daimyō,” the yatagarasu said softly. 
 
    “Ew, no,” the queen blurted.  She tried ineffectually to push Theo off of her. 
 
    Theo dragged her face to his, until they were eye-to-eye, nose-to-nose.  “Drink it.” 
 
    She went pale, then her eyes flickered nervously to his wrist and the luminescent silver that was even then flooding over the palm of his hand.  “Uh, why?” 
 
    “He’s offering to be your consort, girl,” the yatagarasu said.  “Drink it, before the magic fades.” 
 
    “What the hell is a consort?” she demanded.  “And what magic?  Who cares if it fades?” 
 
    “I’ll hold her mouth open.”  The yatagarasu sheathed his sword and started towards them.   
 
    It was almost comical how quickly the girl ducked to sip the magic from Theo’s palm at the yatagarasu’s threat.  She drank until Theo ran out of venom, and then her eyes went wide and she rocked backwards.  “Oh.  Um.”  Her mouth fell open and she looked up at Theo in obvious wonder.  “Whoa.”  He saw her shiver as his deeper, more violet-silver hit her lighter, blue-silver and mingled in her chest.  Then he saw her pupils dilate, until her eyes showed nothing but black, and she was crawling over him, pulling at his shirt, his pants… 
 
    “Whoa, there, darling.”  Theo quickly pinned her arms against her sides, trapping her wrists, and held her that way as she squirmed and gasped and tried to ride him through his clothes.  For his own part, the urge was just as strong, but he’d had plenty of years to learn to control the sexual side of the blood magic. 
 
    The girl, on the other hand, was completely lost to it.  She was busy dry-humping his leg, to the obvious embarrassment of the yatagarasu. 
 
    “It’ll pass in an hour or two,” Theo told the yatagarasu, still holding her tight as she thrashed and moaned against him, fully enraptured by the heat of the magic.  “Young vampires can’t control it.”  Young vampires…or those who never bothered to learn.  Thankfully, he was pretty sure that, with this one at least, it was the former. 
 
    “She’s…untouched,” the yatagarasu said awkwardly.  There was pleading in the man’s eyes. 
 
    “If I have my way, she will remain that way,” Theo assured him. 
 
    But the yatagarasu cleared his throat, eyes caught on the way the vampire queen was rolling and undulating against Theo.  “She needs someone to teach her.  I can’t do it.” 
 
    …because she would kill him.  Because she would kill anything other than a lord. 
 
    Theo glanced at the girl twisting and moaning in his lap.  Her face was flushed, her lips crimson.  If he allowed it, he was sure she would try to thrust both sets of fangs into his chest.  Even then, she was twisting her wrists, trying to escape him. 
 
    Training a queen.  Theo grimaced at the idea.  “Uh.  I can’t say that’s really on my list of priorities, there, buddy.” 
 
    Immediately, the yatagarasu’s face darkened.  “That is part of being a consort.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Theo said.  “Technically, a consort feeds a queen.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t do it,” the yatagarasu snapped.  “And she’s going to kill somebody.  Look at her.” 
 
    Theo glanced down at the writhing, whimpering form in his arms.  She was nineteen.  And he was forty centuries.  He didn’t want to be responsible for that loss of innocence.  “In the Third Lands,” he said softly, “she would be consorted with someone older, yes,” he said reluctantly.  “But I’d rather not.  Not now, anyway.  If I were going to teach her, she’d have to know what was going to happen from the beginning.  She’d have to ask me.”  He shook his head.  “We’ll just keep her away from boys until then.” 
 
    “That’s irresponsible,” the yatagarasu growled.  “And sooner or later, it’s going to get me killed.” 
 
    Still holding the writhing queen, Theo grinned up at the yatagarasu.  “The name’s Theo.  I’ll be your bodyguard from now on.” 
 
    The yatagarasu gave him a flat, utterly straight-faced stare.  “I am samurai.  I don’t need a bodyguard.” 
 
    Theo raised a brow.  “Then I should just let her go?”  He started to release his prize. 
 
    Immediately, the yatagarasu floundered away from him, eyes wide. 
 
    Theo laughed and cinched down his grip again.  “All right, samurai.  What’s your real name?  Masaaki?” 
 
    There was a long pause before Masaaki gave a reluctant grunt. 
 
    “Sorry about hitting you over the head and pinning you at the house, there, Masaaki,” Theo said, turning to look over his shoulder at the man.  “I was afraid you’d kill me if I didn’t.” 
 
    Masaaki grunted again, watching the queen’s contortions. 
 
    “Sorry I scared you.” 
 
    The yatagarasu’s eyes flickered to him, then away again. 
 
    “How long were you a slave?” 
 
    Masaaki jerked and scowled at Theo.  “How long were you enthralled?” 
 
    Theo grimaced, feeling the anger in the man’s gaze.  “Too long.”  He peered down at the queen in his arms.  “You really think this one’s different?” 
 
    “You’re alive, aren’t you?” Masaaki demanded. 
 
    Which, Theo decided, could be taken several different ways.  The queen had spared him, more than once.  But Masaaki had also spared him, after he’d offered consort. 
 
    “Someone needs to teach her,” the yatagarasu insisted.  “You’re a lord.  That’s your job.”   
 
    “Uh,” Theo said.  He was still getting over the idea that he had just offered the little queen his venom, instead of ripping off her head.  He could teach her, but he was afraid that it would bring back too many bad memories.  He glanced down at the squirming female in his arms.  His skin, already over-sensitized from the blood magic, was starting to succumb to her body’s contortions.  He swallowed, hard, against the surge of passion that followed.  “Let’s just get her past the next couple of hours, then we’ll all have a nice big sit-down chat, okay?” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 19: The Grinding Habit 
 
    Bonnie’s every inch felt like it was on fire.  She felt everything.  The touch of every fiber, every hair.  The slightest brush of air against her skin.  The difference in the heat of the body beneath her and the buckle of his belt, the buttons of his shirt, the coolness entering her lungs as she breathed.  All of it was magnified.  All of it was better.  She gasped and twisted, reveling in the exquisite sensations against her skin.  She needed more.  She needed…something.  Everything. 
 
    She tried again to bare his skin, so that their bodies could join in the ecstasy together, flesh-to-flesh.  She wanted to feel that warmth, wanted to sink her fangs into it, draw it into herself… 
 
    Bonnie groaned again, unable to understand why he wouldn’t let her move.  “Pleaaase.”  She tried again to twist her wrists free, but the arms continued to hold them to her side.  Whimpering in frustration, she flexed and resumed rubbing, panting as she felt those excruciating tingles that were tracing through her veins, electrifying her blood, singing in her mind. 
 
    “I think she’s coming out of it,” a strange man’s voice said, just above her head. 
 
    “She better be,” Masaaki growled.  “It’s been four hours.” 
 
    Coming out of it? 
 
    “Mmmm,” Bonnie worked her legs against his, undulating her spine, enjoying the heat beneath her, the delicious hardness holding her in place, the delicate ridges and valleys of flesh tantalizingly close, the nice hard lump, just under her abdomen, the way her nipples brushed against the cloth.   
 
    “Yeah, well, once she does finally snap out of it, if you’ll excuse me, I’m gonna need to go spend a few minutes alone.  She’s had me hard as a fucking rock since she started and I’m developing a really bad case of blue balls.” 
 
    Blue…balls? 
 
    “I will take the daimyō off your hands when the time comes.  Your restraint was…commendable…demonkin.” 
 
    “No shit.  When she started grinding…”  The voice above her head turned to face her and became more gentle.  “You waking up there, stardust?” 
 
    Stardust?  She hated ‘stardust.’  Only her dad called her ‘stardust.’  Who the hell did he think he was, calling her stardust?  And who the hell did he think she was, that she’d let some stranger call her stardust?  Some blonde bimbo who humped everything that moved?   
 
    Then, …grinding? 
 
    All of a sudden, Bonnie realized that she was humping a stranger’s leg, flexing and undulating against his stomach like a stripper on a pole. 
 
    “Odin’s balls!” she screamed, trying to wrench herself away from him.  His arms held her like iron bands, giving her absolutely no movement.  He was strong.  Way, way too strong.  Like vampire strong. 
 
    “Yep, she’s back.”  The stranger’s face was suddenly peering down at her, his pale green eyes focusing on her.  “Feeling better?” 
 
    “Let go of me!” Bonnie cried, struggling.  “Masaaki, help!” 
 
    “Hold onto her for another couple minutes,” the yatagarasu said.  “Make sure.” 
 
    Bonnie froze, turning to scowl at the samurai.  He was reclining on the bed, a martial arts manual in one hand, a dictionary in the other.  He had a pillow tucked under his head and back, and looked entirely comfortable.  He hadn’t even glanced up. 
 
    “Masaaki, what the hell?!” Bonnie cried.  She squirmed, trying to avoid the way her body was touching the strange man’s…  A vampire lord?  She remembered him pricking her with his fangs, in the store, then Masaaki trying to kill him.  From that starting point, she fast-forwarded until she remembered sipping that silver liquid from his palm. 
 
    “That was some rush, wasn’t it?” the vampire lord said, grinning.  He gave her a knowing wink. 
 
    Blushing until her face was on fire, Bonnie swallowed and did her best to pretend she wasn’t laying there atop a strange man, after having dry-humped him until the skin of her thighs was raw.  “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”  
 
    He rolled his pale green eyes.  “Okay.  Right.”  He released her and sat up as Bonnie scrambled away from him.  “Now if you folks will excuse me, I have to go take care of some stuff.”  He got up and strode to the hotel bathroom and thumped the door shut. 
 
    Eyes on the door where the stranger had disappeared, Bonnie hurried over to get behind Masaaki, who turned to look up at her from his studies with a single raised brow.  “Feeling more yourself, daimyō?” 
 
    Lowering her voice to a whisper, still watching the bathroom door, Bonnie said, “What the hell did you let him do to me, Masaaki?” 
 
    “He’s your consort,” Masaaki said.  “He’ll feed you, now.” 
 
    “Uhhh,” Bonnie said, remembering the way the big guy’s arms had clamped down and held her still like she were a skein of yarn, “I’m not so sure about that…”  Masaaki, at least, didn’t feel like he could rip her head off if he got displeased with the whole situation.  “He’s strong, Masaaki.” 
 
    Masaaki swiveled to glare up at her.  “As are you.” 
 
    Bonnie froze.  Of course.  She was the scary, uncontrolled vampire.  They’d found an alternative.  Now Masaaki didn’t feel obligated to let her attack him anymore, and she would never be able to walk in the sun again.  “Oh,” she said, trying not to let him see how dejected she felt.  “So he’ll be enough for me, then?” 
 
    Masaaki grunted.  “He better be.  Lords are very special in the Third Realm.  They’re very good at feeding—it’s what they’re designed to do.  Very fast, very clean, very controlled.  A lord’s venom eases the siphoning of the energy from a victim, and each successive feeding makes it quicker and easier, with less waste and less trauma on the donor.  And, if he’s consorted a queen, he can act as an almost unlimited storage reservoir and pass the energy along to her, as she needs it, and with no waste.  The problem will be acquiring him volunteers.”   
 
    “You,” Bonnie said. 
 
    Though he didn’t try to sit up from his reclined position, Masaaki’s fingers hesitated on his books.   
 
    “You’ll drink his venom first, though, right?” 
 
    Masaaki continued to look down at the book.  “If he immunizes me, it will reduce the effect.” 
 
    “Oh bullshit,” Bonnie cried.  “You’re gonna let him enthrall you?” 
 
    “It’s different than with a queen,” Masaaki muttered. 
 
    “How?” Bonnie demanded.   
 
    Taking a deep breath, the samurai said, “The venom of a lord will enthrall in such a way that the enthralled desire to stay nearby and give him blood, because it produces a sort of ecstasy in them.  A really good ‘trip,’ kind of like what you just experienced.  His venom helps them to produce more of their life-force, at faster speed.  Like fertilizing a plant with a dead fish.  It’s a very good symbiosis.” 
 
    “Sounds good so far,” Bonnie said reluctantly.  “But I’m sensing a very big ‘but.’” 
 
    Masaaki shrugged.  “Once poisoned, those he enthralls have to stay close to him because they can’t live long without his drinking of them.  I mean, they can live, but for a few weeks after they stop feeding him, they’re going to go into a state of mindlessness, and be pretty much non-responsive to the world.  And the lord pretty much has to die before they’ll face that kind of agony willingly.  Even those who hate having him eat from them will return of their own power, so that he can sink his fangs into them again.” 
 
    “Like a drug addict going through withdrawal.” 
 
    He gave a brief nod.  “With a queen, the poison has a different effect.  It’s more of a surrender of the will, a need to obey.  A compulsion.  Your life is no longer your own.”   
 
    The green-eyed stranger stepped from the bathroom, wiping his face and hair down with a towel.  Giving her a shy grin, he added, “It was actually originally a defense mechanism against bigger badder stuff like bunyips and barghests.”  Then he snorted.  “But of course, you can imagine how long that lasted.” 
 
    Bonnie eyed him suspiciously, inching to the side to keep Masaaki between them.  As he stood there, drying his shaggy brown hair, she got her first good look of the man who had tried twice to kill her.  He was silver-skinned, like her, with almost an inner glow to it.  He was about six feet tall, same as her father, wore jeans and a T-shirt, and while muscled, did not have the bulk she would have expected to be able to hold her down like that.  His eyes were a pale green, though they had that bigger-than-average look to them that had made Bonnie feel so awkward in school. 
 
     “Originally?” 
 
    The vampire lord tossed the towel back into the bathroom and took a deep breath, letting it out while fixing his gaze on her in consideration.  “Your parents never taught you the history, did they?” 
 
    “No,” Masaaki said. 
 
    The vampire lord leaned against the wall and watched her over Masaaki’s head.  “Many human winters ago, in the First Realm, your home realm, little one, the Furies got into a war with themselves.  All the guardians—the Furies, the typhons, the dragons—got drawn into the battle, and they were killing everything.  A bunch of magi got together and fled the war in the First Realm, making the dubious choice of taking refuge in the Third Realm while they waited out the fighting.  Right off, they realized that they needed to make some changes to themselves in order to survive.  The barghests and bunyips could see in the dark, were unspeakably strong in comparison, and the humans’ blood lit up like torches in the night.  Many magi were lost before they captured a barghest and used its blood to augment themselves.  They took its vision and its strength for their own, working its powers into their bodies.” 
 
    The vampire lord grinned.  “Barghests and bunyips were still stronger, though.  Much stronger.  Magi continued to be eaten, the jötnar refused to lend assistance to things that could not save themselves, and it looked like all the refugees were going to die.” 
 
    Gesturing at the room, the vampire said, “So our intrepid ancestors, the smart devils that they were, used their newfound strength to raid a seductor lair.  In case you don’t know, they’re a type of blood magus.  Rather nasty, but also somewhat stupid, because there’s so many of them, and all one of the soldiers has to do is sink its fangs into its victim once and they will always come back for more.  There are males and females.  Males feed the females from creatures they have thralled.  Females control armies of drones.  With me so far?” 
 
    Bonnie nodded. 
 
    “Okay.”  The vampire lord pushed the fangs through his wrist and showed her the glowing silver etched into the ivory.  “They wanted a seductor because it gave them the ability to fully embrace the blood magics, which rule the Third Lands.  They originally took only the female seductor’s venom, as a defense mechanism when attacked by bunyip or barghest—Bunyip attacks, stab the bunyip, have a nice new bunyip pet to protect you.  But in the magi’s kids, the magics kind of changed.  It no longer became an idle decision of whether or not to harness energy to work blood magic…the kids needed to feed.  They needed to feed, or they would die.  And the boys lost the ability to defend themselves against bunyip.  Instead, they picked up the odd knack to make other creatures come slinking back to them time and time again to harvest their blood.” 
 
    Then the vampire lord grinned at her.  “Oh, and the magi’s children discovered that, once they awakened those latent magics, they often experienced a seductor’s insane urge to procreate when stimulated.” 
 
    Bonnie blushed crimson.  She cleared her throat and looked at her hands.  So embarrassed she wanted to sink into the floor, she said, “Sorry.” 
 
    He waved her off.  “You can’t help it.”   
 
    “Yet,” Masaaki said. 
 
    “Yet,” the lord agreed.  At Bonnie’s frown, he said, “You’re working off of a seductor’s urges, girl.  It’s deep, but it’s not you.  Vampires are kind of mongrels, but your base is human.” 
 
    “I never liked history,” Bonnie muttered.  She had never considered herself anything other than human. 
 
    “See, in the Third Realm, the seductor is a lot like a Firstlander wasp.  When it’s time to reproduce, the female basically starts a big orgy in the nest.  Then she uses her fangs to deposit eggs into her living victims in her frenzy, most of whom are male drones of its own species.  And the males love it.  To the death.”  He winked at her.   
 
    “Ummm,” Bonnie said.  “So she kills them?  Like a black widow?” 
 
    The vampire laughed.  “Oh yeah.  Nothing but husks, once the eggs hatch.  The larvae develop inside, eating away, until they kill the host.  But don’t worry about that.  The poison sacs bred true, but not the egg-pods.” 
 
    Bonnie swallowed, hard, and looked away.   
 
    “So yeah.”  The vampire lord gestured dismissively.  “By the time the guardian wars in the First Realm were over, the magi had taken too much of the Third Lands into themselves, and could not leave.  So our ancestors did what they could to fit in.  We’ve been toe-to-toe with the jötnar ever since.  They don’t really like us, much.  Still consider us the outsiders, even though we’ve been there for hundreds of thousands of years, now.”  He grinned, and he had, Bonnie noticed, longer canines, like her.  “Okay.  History lesson over.” 
 
    “Masaaki, I think we should go.” 
 
    Masaaki grunted.  “Soon, daimyō.  I’ll need to speak with the lord in private for a few minutes, then we can go.  We need to set up another meeting with the slavers.  Take the lord back with us to get the fey twins.  Hopefully, we can convince them to go along with it.” 
 
    “Um, Masaaki?” Bonnie asked softly, still keeping his body between herself and the stranger.  “I meant we should leave him here and go.  You don’t want to be enthralled, right?  We can find another way.” 
 
    “This is the best way, daimyō.” 
 
    “Why?” Bonnie demanded.  “Sounds to me like he’s gonna drug you.” 
 
    “And he’ll love every minute of it.”  The vampire lord grinned wider and stepped away from the bathroom wall.  Masaaki remained lounged on the bed, not even trying to block the lord’s access to her.  “I’m Theo.”  He held out his hand to her. 
 
    Bonnie located the two circular scars in his wrist and bit her lip.  “Bonnie.” 
 
    “All right, Bonnie.”  He took her hand and shook it.  “From what Masaaki told me while you were…uh, busy…he’s really in a bad way.  We already talked about it.  I’m going to zap him tonight.  Not drink, just give him a dose.  Help him rebuild his immune system, if you know what I mean.  He’s running on empty.” 
 
    “I was getting him vitamins,” Bonnie said, feeling both irritated and guilty.  “You kidnapped me before I could buy them.” 
 
    “Yeah, don’t worry about that,” Theo said.  “I’ll give him a shot of go-juice and he’ll pep right up.” 
 
    “Um,” Bonnie said, glancing at Masaaki, who seemed overly emotionless about the whole affair.  “You sure you’re okay with that, Masaaki?” 
 
    “Working with a lord,” Masaaki said, “I can produce twice as much for you.” 
 
    “I wasn’t asking that,” Bonnie growled.  “I was asking if you were okay with it.” 
 
    “I swore an oath to feed you,” Masaaki said. 
 
    “Oh for Chrissakes.”  She turned on the vampire lord.  “Theo.  Come here a sec.”  She grabbed the vampire by the wrist and tugged him toward the door.  Then, even as Masaaki was frowning and starting to sit up off the bed, she stepped outside, pulled the vampire with her, and yanked the door most of the way shut.   
 
    As soon as they were alone, she whispered up to Theo, “Listen to me.  Masaaki has a stick up his ass about some stuff.  Hell, a lot of stuff.  But he’s got it in his head he’s gotta do this for me for honor or something stupid like that, and he doesn’t see reason.  He’s really terrified as shit of vampires, and he doesn’t want to do anything of the sort.  So yeah.  Uh.  Let’s just call the whole thing off, okay?” 
 
    “I know he’s afraid,” Theo said softly.  “You forget, little queen.  I already drank from him once.  I saw his terror.” 
 
    Bonnie blinked up at him, stunned.  “Then why would you thrall him?” 
 
    “Well, for one, we both figured it would be the only way he’d be able to survive the next couple days.  He’s dying, Bonnie.” 
 
    Bonnie froze.  “He…is?” 
 
    “You notice how he didn’t get off the bed?  How he was leaning like that?  He can barely move.  Took everything he had to run down the truck and flash me.” 
 
    Bonnie swallowed.  “Um.  Okay.” 
 
    “And for two,” Theo said, “I can repair the damage your parents did.”   
 
    She stared.  “You can?  How?” 
 
    Theo glanced at the door.  “Okay, look.  I don’t do this kind of thing often, ‘cause it takes a really special case, but I’ve done it a couple times.  Basically, I rescue someone from a vampire den and they’re totally terrified of vampires.  Which means they’re terrified of me, even though I just rescued their ass.  I’m kind of a Point A to Point B sort of guy, so if some damsel in distress is still kicking and biting me after a couple days and I really need her to cooperate, I’ll give her some go-juice and teach her hey, maybe this vampire ain’t so bad, after all.  Then, when it’s time to part ways, I’ll leave her with someone I trust while the go-juice runs out.  It’s a little on the shady side, but I think in your samurai’s case, it might help.” 
 
    “A little on the shady side?” Bonnie demanded. 
 
    The vampire narrowed his eyes at her.  “I don’t do it very often.  Like I said.  It’s for special cases.  Consider it an anti-vampire-phobia drug.  And if you want my opinion, Masaaki could really use it, considering how much you scare the poor bastard, and how dead set he is on helping you.” 
 
    Bonnie frowned.  “I don’t scare him.” 
 
    Theo laughed.  “Oh yeah you do.  He’s just really good at hiding it.” 
 
    From inside the room, Masaaki worriedly called, “Bonnie?”  It didn’t even sound as if he’d gotten off the bed. 
 
    “So,” Theo said.  “Any other objections?”  He glanced at her hand, which was still on the knob of the door. 
 
    Bonnie considered for a long moment, then said, “Masaaki is my friend.  He’s basically been asleep for seven hundred years.  He doesn’t know a lot of things.  Someone can take advantage of that, real easy.  If you do that, and hurt him, I’ll kill you slowly.” 
 
    The vampire’s eyebrows both went up.  “I’ll take that into consideration.” 
 
    “I also know he’s a prize,” Bonnie said.  “You take him, I’ll find you.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” the vampire replied.  He wasn’t smiling.  In fact, he looked dead serious.  Good. 
 
    “Just want to be clear,” Bonnie said.  “You hurt him, you’re dead.  I’ll find a way.” 
 
    “Dearest,” the vampire said, “we’re clear as crystal.”  He gently laid a hand on her arm and gave her a reassuring squeeze.  “Now will you allow me to go help your friend before he puts himself into a coma trying to get off the bed?” 
 
    Indeed, there were some strange grunts and thumps emanating from inside the room. 
 
    “Sure,” Bonnie said, releasing the door. 
 
    The vampire stepped past her and back into the hotel room.  When Bonnie followed him into the room, the samurai was using his sheathed sword to prop himself up in a kneeling position on the floor, pale and shaking, looking, for all the world, like a living corpse. 
 
    “Odin’s eye, Masaaki!” Bonnie cried, rushing to fall beside him.  “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Masaaki waved her off unconcernedly, and she watched a calm, collected façade slip back into place over the deathbed anxiety.  He grunted and hung his head. 
 
    The vampire’s right, Bonnie thought, disturbed.  Masaaki’s been hiding it from me.  The bastard.  He was honest-to-God just going to let her drink him to death. 
 
    “Okay, stardust?” Theo said, “he’s really close.  This is about to get really ugly.  And personal.  Uh.  Can you please step outside for a few minutes while I save your friend’s life?” 
 
    “No way,” Bonnie said. 
 
    The vampire looked up at her, frowning.  At the same time, Masaaki hoarsely whispered, “Get out, wan-ko.” 
 
    Bonnie opened her mouth to tell them both to shove it, then remembered what Theo’s venom had done to her, and the hours of contortions that had followed.  She froze.  They couldn’t possibly mean… 
 
    Their utterly humorless faces told her that they could. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Masaaki lost his grip on his sword and tumbled forward. 
 
    “Now would be a good time,” Theo snapped at her, catching the samurai by the shoulder and helping him lay back. 
 
    Bonnie backed out of the room and tugged the door shut behind her, locking it. 
 
    As soon as the door was shut, she started to pace.  She could hear whispers on the other side, but they were keeping their voices too low. 
 
    Then, suddenly, Masaaki started to scream.  Bonnie heard weak struggles, little thumps on the floor, frantic panting, and then silence.  Then…crying. 
 
    Bonnie knocked at the door. 
 
    “Stay out there,” Theo snapped. 
 
    Masaaki kept crying.  It grew deeper, and more wretched, and Bonnie found she couldn’t stand it. 
 
    “What’s happening?” she cried. 
 
    “Please go,” Masaaki sobbed. 
 
    Hearing the desperation in the samurai’s voice, Bonnie went. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 20: Masaaki’s Sacrifice 
 
      
 
    Masaaki lost hold of his katana and shamefully slumped against the floor, unable to hold himself up any longer.   
 
    “Now would be a good time,” Theo shouted at his daimyō, which made Bonnie quickly back out of the room and shut the door behind her. 
 
    Thank the ancestors.  At least she wouldn’t be there to witness his disgrace. 
 
    “Okay, my stabby friend,” the vampire lord said, gently helping him lie back.  “Let’s have a quick chat, buddy.  I wanna make sure you really want to do this.” 
 
    “Keep your voice low,” Masaaki snapped.  The last thing he wanted was for his daimyō to hear his shame. 
 
    “Do you really want to do this?” the vampire whispered, complying.  He touched his shoulder.  “I can tell you’ve…had experience.” 
 
    Masaaki turned his head away in revulsion at the compassion in the vampire’s light green eyes, refusing to cringe as the monster touched him.  “Of course I do.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s not very convincing, there, bud.”  The vampire lifted his hand away and sat back, considering him.  “Look.  We both agree you’re gonna die if you don’t get some go-juice, ASAP, right?” 
 
    Masaaki grimaced, but forced himself to nod.  Even then, he could feel the flames of his life sputtering out, unable to replenish what had been taken.  The venom of a lord could cure that, temporarily giving him the boost he would need to survive and remain at Bonnie’s side, as was his duty as samurai.  The cost, of course, would be his dignity… 
 
    Anything to repay her for giving me my honor back. 
 
    To his shame, it was as if the vampire could read his mind by watching the thoughts play across his face.  “I take it you’ve got some samurai warrior honor thing about saving that teenager out in the hall, yeah?” 
 
    “My daimyō.”   
 
    The vampire sucked in a breath.  “I thought I heard you say that before.  That’s definitely a new one.”  The vampire cocked his head at Masaaki as if studying a curious insect.  “Aren’t daimyō supposed to be men, not teenage girls?” 
 
    Masaaki tightened his fingers into fists, the nails cutting into his palms.  “I owe her my freedom.  I will repay her by ensuring she doesn’t lose hers.”  The decision had been made.  Now all he had to do was live by it. 
 
    …even if that meant enslaving his body to someone who could help her. 
 
    Ancestors help me, let this be the right decision, Masaaki thought.  He knew that there was nothing that would keep the lord from breaking his oath and using a yatagarasu and a queen to forge an army and take over the First Realm, if that was his goal.  I have to trust him.  Either way, I have to trust his word.  At least if I live, I can try to stop him if he changes his mind. 
 
    Then, the logical part of him laughed.  Stop him?  You will be fighting the urge to fuck him, you naïve goatherd.  You are not samurai.  This will only bring you more shame. 
 
    Which was true.  He once again thought of the jūmonji giri, though he knew he had no way to make the cut at the moment, such was his weakness. 
 
    The vampire lord studied him, his pale green eyes sober.  After what seemed like millennia of him studying him, Theo said, “I know what you’re going through.”  
 
    Masaaki gave a bitter laugh and rolled away.  “Don’t patronize me, vampire.  Just do it.” 
 
    “I’m not patronizing you,” Theo said, gently pulling him back with a touch that made his entire body tense.  “I spent most of my adult life in thrall to a queen in the Third Lands.  Enslaved by the Nótt Danzleikr.” 
 
    Masaaki froze, knowing that of all the ways to lose one’s self-determination in all the bindings, spells, magics, and compulsions in all the Realms, the Nótt Danzleikr of a queen was the worst, even worse than the resolve-sapping Nótt Lagsmaðr of a lord.  Unlike the inhibition-easing venom of a lord, the Nótt Danzleikr left the victim with no will of their own, should the queen not want them to have it.  He took another look at the vampire’s face, struggling to balance what he saw there with what he felt.  “You were born in the Third Lands?” he managed.  The vampire had seemed so…acclimatized…to modern life that he’d simply assumed he had been born here. 
 
    Theo made a bitter sound.  “Yeah.  Got bound by my schoolyard crush.  She was fourteen.  I was fifteen.  We got a little frisky when my dad left us alone in the east wing of Hjörr Castle—my ancestral family home.  She was the daughter of a visiting queen from a barony to the east, looking for potential consorts.  My dad wasn’t bound to a queen—long story, but he married a weaver who worked for Freyja.  I remember the Valkyries coming for her in the morning and dropping her off at night.” 
 
    Masaaki squinted at the man.  “This queen didn’t respect your father’s obligations?” 
 
    The vampire snorted.  “Hell no.  He was a well-known magus and she wanted him.  Didn’t get him, but her daughter got me, instead.  My father told me queens were dangerous and wanted me to stay away from her while they visited, told me to stay in my room, but we slipped off and fooled around.  She told me she wanted to show me her fangs, and my father had banned me from looking at fangs, so of course that’s what I did.  Looking back, I think her mom might have set us up.” 
 
    Masaaki grimaced, imagining being bound to a vampire so young.  “You were children.” 
 
    His pale green eyes were totally humorless.  “And it was just as bad as you can imagine, being bound to a child.  Especially one who’d been raised with the knowledge she could do anything she wanted in life if she had a big enough harem.  I became a toy to her, no longer an equal, just something she had conquered, so she moved on to do the same to others.  One after another, she would trick them into letting her enthrall them.  She became one of the most powerful queens in the Nightlands.  Lived much too long, killed way too many.  Made me—”  Theo shuddered, then visibly shook himself. 
 
    Masaaki flinched.  “Bonnie isn’t—” 
 
    “I know Bonnie isn’t like that,” the vampire lord said gently.  “Any fool can see she’s innocent.  Why else do you think I consorted her?  We’re on the same page with that, buddy.  No worries for you there.” 
 
    Masaaki gave a shuddering breath of relief, knowing the vampire wouldn’t take advantage of his daimyō.  “Thank you.” 
 
    The vampire lord looked him over for a moment, then said, “What does worry me is I can see your blood-web, and your life energy is flickering out as we talk.  We should probably get this over with before you croak…” 
 
    Masaaki, who had actually started to relax, tensed immediately. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Theo watched the man tense and almost stopped it right there.  He saw the pain, saw the humiliation, saw the fear directed at him and felt the same self-loathing that he’d felt ten thousand times before, in another lifetime.   
 
    No, you have to do this, he told himself, looking at the flickering of Masaaki’s life force.  Just the act of breathing and staying conscious was taking what was left of the samurai’s soul-energy.  The fool had allowed the queen to drain him to the point of death, and then he had tried to kill him and blasted light like the sun a few times. 
 
    But he also knew that not all the paleness or shivering was the fact the samurai was near death.  He was clearly terrified.  Seeing him cringe at his touch made Theo physically ill. 
 
    “You ever been taken by a lord’s venom?” Theo asked softly.  He hoped he had.  He didn’t want to be the first. 
 
    Instead of answering him, Masaaki looked away, beginning to shiver all over again.  Then, slowly, he shook his head. 
 
    Agony raked at Theo’s soul.  “Fuck.”  He sighed and ran his hand through his still-wet hair.  “Look, I’m not gonna lie.  You’re not gonna like it.” 
 
    “I know,” Masaaki whispered.  “Just do it.” 
 
    Seeing the terror in the man’s body, Theo wanted nothing more than to just walk away.  Or give him a hug.  But not jab him.   
 
    But he had to.  Even then, the life-force was slipping away, the flickering gold reserves not enough to sustain Masaaki’s breathing, such had been the extent of the queen’s last drain.  “Okay,” Theo said gently.  “I’m gonna talk to you as I do it.  Distract you, okay?” 
 
    The warrior tightened his fists against the floor, but nodded. 
 
    “I’m going to do this real slow, okay?” Theo offered, gently.  “I’m not going to drink from you, and I’m not going to hurt you.  You tell me at any time to stop and I’ll pull my fangs out and back off.” 
 
    “Just get it over with,” Masaaki said, humiliation and shame written across his tense Japanese face.  “If it will help Bonnie, it’s what I deserve.” 
 
    …it’s what I deserve…  The words came as a blow, and Theo felt that wash of self-loathing all over again.  Unbidden, he remembered all the times he had hurt those who were helpless to him, how he had tortured countless people even as his mind screamed to stop, how they had begged him for mercy and instead of granting it, his queen had made him brutalize them further.   He put his hand on Masaaki’s shoulder in compassion—then tried not to be repulsed by his own existence when the gesture made the yatagarasu tense and cringe. 
 
    “You didn’t deserve what happened to you,” Theo said, keeping his hand in place.  “And frankly, you and I are gonna have to have a very long discussion about what you deserve, once this is over and I’ve saved your life and you’re a badass with swords again.” 
 
    Now that Theo was touching him, the yatagarasu panted, his brown eyes wider than they should have been.  He was staring at Theo’s hand, clearly not thinking about much more than the fact that a vampire was pinning him down… 
 
    …just like so many others, in his place.  Theo had to swallow back bile and look aside to regain his composure, so strong was the self-loathing. 
 
    “I’m not like the ones who had you before,” Theo said gently.  “I came to the First Realm so I would never have to thrall anyone ever again.” 
 
    “Please,” Masaaki whispered.  The same man who had twice almost gutted him and only hours before had had him begging for mercy on the floor was now shuddering in terror and shame.  “Just do it.” 
 
    Seeing the man’s struggle, Theo wanted to be anywhere but hovering over him like a predator.  “It’s only temporary,” Theo swore.  “I promise you on my honor as a Hjörr.  One dose, we get you all fixed up, and then it’s cold-turkey until you’re back to normal.” 
 
    Masaaki scoffed, clearly not believing that. 
 
    “Masaaki,” Theo said firmly.  “I swear to you.  I know exactly what you’re offering me, exactly how tempting that would be, and I’m telling you, I’m not going to take advantage of it.  I’d rather cut off my own balls with a chainsaw and hand them to you in a gunnysack than take advantage of a thrall like that.” 
 
    The samurai opened his brown eyes at the fervency in his words. 
 
    “I was a puppet of the Nótt Danzleikr,” Theo told him.  “I know what it’s like to have no will of my own.”  Theo hesitated, remembering the horrors.  “The…things…that queen made me do still give me nightmares.  We’d capture Second Landers or First Landers and drag them to her court and she’d force me to—”  His voice caught, and he took a moment to get himself back under control.  Quieter, making sure the samurai was paying attention, Theo went on, “Her favorite was mothers and daughters.  She’d make me acquire them, usually unicorns or other first-tier Second Landers, then make me…participate…because she knew how much I loathed it.  Kept trying to break me.”  He straightened, fighting the burning in his eyes.  “I could spend the next ten thousand years doing good deeds and it’ll never make up for the things that were done by my hand.”  He took an unsteady breath, remembering the begging, the screaming, the blood.  “I can’t make up for it—but I’m going to spend the rest of my life trying anyway.” 
 
    Masaaki was watching him in careful silence.  Softly, he said, “If I didn’t know better, vampire, I would almost say you’re telling the truth.” 
 
    “I’ll never violate the free will of someone vulnerable to me,” Theo said with the most strength of anything he’d ever said.  “Never.  We do this, you’re under my protection.” 
 
    Instantly, Masaaki’s entire body tightened like the strings of a harp. 
 
    Theo immediately winced, realizing he’d pricked a samurai’s legendary honor.  “Wwwhiiiich probably wasn’t the best thing to say, considering.” 
 
    Masaaki’s brown eyes were narrowed.  “You will no more protect me than an emperor’s little white dog,” the yatagarasu bit out.  “And if you try, I’ll gut you from groin to sternum and leave your corpse for the flies, after I cut off your manhood and feed it to pigs and make you watch.” 
 
    The vampire chuckled, realizing that, on the right day, the yatagarasu probably had the capability of doing just that.  “Agreed, my sword-slinging friend.”  Theo took a deep breath.  “Well, here goes.  You want it fast or slow?” 
 
    And in that question, all of the samurai’s bravado left him in an instant, replaced with that hunted look, the nervous flickers of his eyes between Theo’s face and his hand, the sudden, panting breaths.  “Slow,” the man whimpered.   
 
    Nobody ever picked slow. 
 
    Nobody, that was, except those who had been fed on by vampires for centuries.  Those poor, broken souls who had been used like a buffet for psychopaths. 
 
    Already, the yatagarasu’s terrified shaking had returned, and with it, Theo felt a rise of fury for his own kind.  It was the exact look he had received from long-term slaves in his queen’s harem for centuries before he escaped. 
 
    “You got it,” Theo said in a whisper, fighting the old revulsion for what he was.  “Thigh or arm?”   
 
    “Please not the chest,” the yatagarasu managed, a frightened whimper.  “Or the belly or throat.” 
 
    Theo felt a twist of revulsion that the man would even think he’d have to tell him that.  “Okay.  We’ll go with the arm.”  He pressed his palm gently into Masaaki’s upper arm and the yatagarasu whimpered and cringed in reply.  Theo’s heart went out to him.  “Easy, Masaaki.  Listen to my voice, okay?”  He put his other hand on Masaaki’s other shoulder, just in case the samurai started to thrash. 
 
    Masaaki shivered and nodded, though the shaking was so violent that Theo wasn’t sure the man was completely aware of what was happening around him.   
 
    Then Theo heard it.  It was just a breath, just a whisper, something not meant to carry past the samurai’s lips, but Theo heard it.  “Please…don’t hurt me.” 
 
    “I won’t,” Theo said, feeling that old rage that had sent him fleeing the Nightlands.  “And when I’m done, I’m gonna hunt down whoever did this to you and rip them apart.” 
 
    And, instead of getting indignant and threatening him and talking about little dogs, Masaaki let out a sob of relief. 
 
    He’s close, Theo thought, watching what was left of the man’s pride disintegrate.  Now or never.  “Here goes.”  He extended his fangs.  
 
    Immediately, Masaaki screamed and tried to roll away, scrambling and thrashing like a dying animal, making the yatagarasu’s soul energies flicker even more dangerously towards extinguishing completely.  “Easy!” Theo cried, grabbing him and holding on, fighting the man’s increasingly wild panic.  “I’m not gonna hurt you, I swear.  Hell, you’ll probably even call me up for beers after this is all over in a few weeks.”  He pushed Masaaki back to the floor and kept him there as the yatagarasu panted, eyes wide and rolling.  “Relax.  Okay?  Relax.  See how I’m not hurting you?  Not drinking from you?” 
 
    Masaaki was totally stiff, a little whine coming from his lips as his body started to vibrate violently in his fear.  The man squeezed his eyes shut, his breaths coming faster and faster… 
 
    At the door, the vampire queen knocked, making both of them stiffen.  Theo saw the horror on the yatagarasu’s wide-eyed face, the complete shame as he looked between the door and Theo…  
 
    “Stay out there!” Theo shouted at the door, knowing the last thing they needed was for the queen to see her friend sobbing like a child at his hands. 
 
    “Easy,” Theo said.  “Tell me about Japan.” 
 
    For a moment, it looked as if the yatagarasu would ignore him, continuing to hyperventilate.  “I miss…the cherry…trees,” Masaaki finally managed, his voice building in a whine. 
 
    “You’re pretty good with that sword,” Theo said, as he continued to extend his fangs.  “Almost got me with it a couple of times.  You a master?” 
 
    Masaaki somehow found a way to focus.  “I’m rusty,” he managed.  “It’s been many years since I was allowed to touch my daishō.” 
 
    “I’ll bet,” Theo said, once his fangs were in place.  “You ready for this?” 
 
    Masaaki nodded, and there were tears in his eyes.   
 
    “Okay, here it comes.  It’ll feel cold…” 
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    Masaaki tensed as he felt the rush of ice enter his system, then gasped when the vampire’s Nótt Lagsmaðr flooded through his being like a balm.  Years of terror evaporated as if it had never been, filling him with a desire to be close, a desire to be held, a desire to nurture the beast holding him. 
 
    Knowing it was the poison did nothing to order Masaaki’s addled mind.  He felt better than he’d ever felt in his life, vibrant, full of energy, full of…passion.  He suddenly found himself gasping and staring up into the vampire’s soft green eyes, felt the heat of the vampire’s palm, the pain-pleasure of the prick in his arm, the desire to get closer, to put himself against the vampire’s chest, to be held within his arms. 
 
    Oh no, Masaaki thought, realizing he was losing control. 
 
    Never, not in his most vivid nightmares, had Masaaki ever thought being enthralled by a lord would be this bad.  He’d thought he would have some control over it, that discipline of the mind could act as some antidote for the carnal rush of feelings that the Nótt Lagsmaðr would bring… 
 
    Oh no, Masaaki thought, feeling his every reservation and hesitation being ripped away by the delicious ice now cooling the heat of his fury, easing the pain of his terror.  To his absolute horror, he felt a new heat forming in his groin, one that he could no more stop than he could force the snow to stop falling on Mount Fuji. 
 
    No! Masaaki thought, slamming his fists into the floor with a whine to keep himself from reaching for the vampire, to feel that delicious flesh against his body, to attempt to mount it.  No, I am samurai, I will not let myself dishonor myself with this beast— 
 
    But when Theo coughed uncomfortably and shifted on the floor, the urge to reach for the vampire was so strong that Masaaki couldn’t contain it.  He suddenly needed him, needed to be close, and Masaaki could no more stop himself from reaching for him than he could change the location of the sun. 
 
    I’ve lost control, Masaaki realized, even as he reached for Theo’s waistline.  Never, not in seven winters of Man, would Masaaki have thought the poison of the Nótt Lagsmaðr could outweigh his hatred of vampires.  I can’t control it, he thought, on a wave of complete and total horror.  I can’t control it… 
 
    He wanted the vampire to touch him so badly that he was willing to touch Theo.  His fingers found the beltline of the vampire’s pants, making the vampire start. 
 
    “And we’re done!” Theo said, quickly retracting his fangs and pulling away. 
 
    “No!” Masaaki heard himself blurt, in complete panic at the idea that Theo meant to leave him.  He rolled forward in desperation, reaching for the vampire with both arms, now.  “Please don’t leave.  Please.  Hold me.”  The voice was not his, but it came from his mouth, spurned by his feelings, his panic. 
 
    And it was panic.  Masaaki felt that his world would end if he lost sight of Theo, and just the brief moments of feeling his skin against his own had been complete bliss, a soothing balm to his soul, one he had to have again. 
 
    Masaaki rolled forward, intent on pressing his advantage. 
 
    Theo caught his arms gently, like forged wrought iron, and there was a mixture of shame and compassion in the vampire’s eyes as he said, “Look.  I know you can’t help it, I know it’s the Nótt Lagsmaðr, and I have no intention of letting you do something we’ll both regret.  How about I just hold you for a couple of hours, until the rush wears off and you stop wanting to get in my pants, okay?” 
 
    “That will never happen,” Masaaki breathed, thinking of that gloriously smooth skin, the huge, beautiful eyes.  Masaaki could imagine how delicious it felt to be held by the vampire, leaning into his touch, wanting more… 
 
    “Yep,” Theo said, easily twisting Masaaki around and grabbing him in a bear-hug, “I think we’ll just stay here like this for a few hours, at least until you start talking about driving swords into my guts again, okay?” 
 
    Feeling the vampire holding him like a lover, knowing the hardness in his groin was for him, Masaaki began to cry, both in relief and despair.  Despair, that he had fallen so low.  Relief that Theo wouldn’t take advantage of it. 
 
    “Nobody has to know,” Theo said, as Masaaki shivered with combined need and revilement.  “Just hang in there, we’ll pretend nothing ever happened.” 
 
    But something had happened, and now Masaaki wanted only to take the vampire like a lover… 
 
    …or be taken. 
 
    It was so horrifying to him that Masaaki just let himself devolve completely into sobs; horrified, gut-wrenching sobs that laid his soul bare to this monster who was cradling him—but who, as yet, had done what he could to keep his dignity intact. 
 
    At the door, Bonnie called, “What’s happening?” 
 
    Masaaki stiffened, realizing the vampire queen was on the verge of opening the door and seeing him sprawling across the vampire’s chest, writhing like a horny dog.  “Please go,” Masaaki sobbed, knowing that having his daimyō seeing him in such a state would leave him completely unmanned.  The queen hesitated at the door, but after a moment, the ancestors blessed him and she walked away instead of displaying her usual petulance and coming inside. 
 
    As soon as she was gone, Masaaki felt a wash of relief, and it was as if a dam opened up and he simply sobbed into the vampire’s arms.  All the centuries of fear, all the violation, all the agonies and torments, all the years of wanting to die…all torn from the depths of his mind on waves of grief and self-loathing with the simple knowledge that he wanted to make love to the creature holding him. 
 
    “It’s okay, dude,” Theo said softly.  “I know it’s not you.  I know it’s just the Nótt Lagsmaðr.  Just focus on how I’m holding you.  It’ll help.” 
 
    What little self-respect that Masaaki still managed to maintain was shattered in that moment of total horror, knowing he was being held in place by a vampire who knew what he wanted, revolted by that fact, yet nonetheless wanting to tear off their clothes so they were skin-to-skin, wanting nothing more than to have the vampire ride him like a stallion so that he could feel that presence more completely.   
 
    Nothing, not in all his years of torment in an endless chain of vampire lairs, had prepared him for this moment of total, soul-crushing shame.  If Masaaki could have moved his arms, he would have found his wakizashi and immediately begun ritual seppuku.  Only the vampire lord’s iron-strong arms cinched around his sides kept him in place. 
 
    “I swear it’ll help,” the vampire urged.  “Just think about how I’m holding you.  It’s a trick I’ve learned, helping thralls.  If you focus on the feeling of me around you, you stop feeling the…need.” 
 
    Still choking on whimpers of humiliation, Masaaki squeezed his eyes shut, willing to do anything to get that carnal desire out of his head. 
 
    And it was just as the vampire had promised.  The more he focused on the vampire’s warm embrace, the less Masaaki felt a need to be with him, and the more the flames in his manhood ebbed, until finally, several hours later, he was able to think again. 
 
    “Release me,” Masaaki croaked, as the vampire continued to hold him, “or I’m going to put my foot through your eye socket, vampire.” 
 
    “You’re not gonna do anything dumb, like reach for those swords, are you?” Theo asked. 
 
    “If only to cut you into a thousand—” Masaaki gasped as the Nótt Lagsmaðr took hold of his mind, flooding him with a wave of horror at the thought of Theo getting cut to pieces, the thought so powerful it was more potent than a kick to the balls. 
 
    The vampire chuckled.  “From now on, I’ll be able to sleep like a baby around you, samurai.” 
 
    And it was true.  There was absolutely no possibility of Masaaki doing anything—anything—to harm the vampire lord.  Even the thought of something happening to him was making him physically ill. 
 
    “Release me,” Masaaki croaked. 
 
    “It’s temporary,” the vampire said.  “We’ll get through this.” 
 
    “Release me!” Masaaki screamed. 
 
    The vampire did.  Masaaki immediately scrambled away… 
 
    …only to feel a surge of panic that he had left Theo’s immediate presence.  He fought the instant—and almost overpowering—urge to turn back and return to the vampire’s arms.  Like a siren’s call, the contact called to him, tugging at his soul, while at the same time the idea of being near a vampire repulsed him as the memories finally started to return, no longer dissolved by the heady rush of the lord’s initial dose of venom, giving Masaaki only a very small window of space that was not too close to the monster to make him scream, but not too far to make him lose control and want to rush back. 
 
    Fighting the dual desire and phobia, Masaaki clenched his fists as hard as he could and kept his eyes closed, trying in rising desperation to maintain calm. 
 
    Theo cleared his throat.  When he looked, the vampire was giving him a commiserating glance.  “Takes about three weeks to cold turkey, though we might be able to get it done in two if I drain you a little bit here and there, suck some of the poison out.” 
 
    Shaking, knowing that the vampire had seen his dishonor laid completely bare, Masaaki just nodded. 
 
    “How you feeling?” the vampire asked, sounding almost…gentle. 
 
    “Like I want to ram a blade through your—” Masaaki gasped again, and this time he couldn’t fight the need to return to the vampire’s arms, so strong was the pull to make sure he was okay. 
 
    “It’s gonna be a lot better for you if you don’t think of ways to kill me for the next couple weeks,” the vampire said, his pale green eyes filled with understanding as he pulled back to hold him by his shoulders at arm’s length.  “It’s a lot like the Nótt Danzleikr that way.  Wouldn’t be an effective enthralling if thralls could, say, stab me to death with a sword when I’m sleeping.” 
 
    Just hearing those words out of Theo’s mouth made Masaaki’s stomach twist in horror and he almost retched at the sudden fear of something killing the vampire lord.  He quickly pushed forward again and lay his head on Theo’s chest, just to assure himself the vampire hadn’t been stabbed, so deep was the terror of losing him.  “No one will stab you,” Masaaki promised.  “You have my oath I will protect you.”  He sank into the embrace, relief overpowering even his fear. 
 
    And then, remembering he had a daimyō, and that he was hugging a vampire, Masaaki pulled himself away, nauseated with the dishonor, the fear crashing back into place like a sledgehammer to his gut. 
 
    “Three weeks,” the vampire said, watching him carefully. 
 
    “We’ll make it two,” Masaaki said, unable to look at him. 
 
    “You got it,” the vampire agreed.  “Cold turkey.”  He got to his feet.  “Until then, let’s go find someone to help us feed your queen.”  He offered his hand. 
 
    Masaaki glanced at it, knowing that, in another life, he would have spat on the vampire’s pale palm for the disgrace of offering to help him, a samurai, rise.  He would have shivered at the very idea of a vampire’s hand that close to him.  He would have cringed in terror, tried to back away… 
 
    Very reluctantly, Masaaki took the vampire’s hand. 
 
    A genuine smile spread over Theo’s face as the bigger man hefted him to his feet.  “I think we’re off to a good start.”  He held Masaaki’s hand for much longer than he needed to, and Masaaki didn’t try to pull away, the drugged part of him reveling in the contact even as the rational part was steeped in shame and dread. 
 
    “Two weeks,” Masaaki repeated. 
 
    “Cold turkey,” the vampire agreed.  “We’ll binge Star Wars or Firefly or something while you go through withdrawal.” 
 
    Masaaki nodded, his anxiety warring with the poison until it finally forced him to release the vampire’s hand.  “Does it…”  He swallowed hard.  “Get any easier?” 
 
    Theo winced.  “Um.  You want the honest answer or the I-Don’t-Wanna-Get-Stabbed Answer?” 
 
    “Honest,” Masaaki gritted, wanting nothing more than to stab him.  Instantly, he felt a heady rush that wiped his desire away and he had to fight the urge to touch him again, just to make sure that no one else had stabbed him. 
 
    “No,” Theo said, watching him with commiseration.  “It doesn’t.  Every day, it’ll get worse.  This is gonna be the hardest thing you’ve ever done.  By the end of the two weeks, you’re gonna be begging me to zap you.” 
 
    Considering that Masaaki was already feeling the desire for the sweet pain of the vampire’s fangs once again, he swallowed hard and nodded.  “Let’s go find my daimyō before she tries to have sex with that braying donkey of a barista.” 
 
    Theo hastily got to his feet.  “Yeah, that wouldn’t be good.  You want me to just go grab her while you—” 
 
    “No!” Masaaki cried, immediately, lunging to catch up and leaving his sword on the floor.  Then, catching himself, Masaaki stiffly collected his katana, said, “No.  I’ll go too.” 
 
    The vampire grimaced.  “I’m about to have a shadow in the shape of a yatagarasu, aren’t I?” 
 
    “I have to make sure you’re…okay,” Masaaki managed, struggling with the poison even then overwhelming his senses.  And he did, too.  It was a pang of desperation that he had to ensure the vampire lord was alive and well at all times. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s not my first rodeo,” Theo said, looking both nervous and sheepish.  “It’s just the first time I’ve done it with a guy who could kill me.” 
 
    “No one’s going to kill you,” Masaaki said quickly, distressed by the thought. 
 
    “Yeah, right now,” Theo said.  “Say that again in a week and a half, when you’re jonesing and I won’t give it to you.  I’m gonna have to take your swords from you so you don’t use them on one of us.”  As Masaaki tensed at that idea, Theo chuckled and gestured to the hotel room door.  “Lead the way, samurai.  We’ll figure it out later.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21: A Second Time 
 
    Björn was strapped over a table in his cell when the vampire queen wandered into his prison a second time.  This time, she was with a vampire lord—the silver lacing his blood was unmistakable, even with the purple poking through.  As instantly as the last time, Björn felt his heart start to pound out of control.  
 
    Take me, he tried to say.  He would have called it a hundred times over, but the slavers had forced a circular gag into his mouth, leaving his words mumbled and slurry. 
 
    Nonetheless, it got her attention.  “Why’s he tied over the table like that?” she asked. 
 
    The lord that was with her turned, then jerked in horror.  “Oh my fuck.  That’s a barghest.” 
 
    “I want him,” the vampire queen said, and Björn melted with relief. 
 
    “Oh fuck no,” the lord said, his words shattering Björn’s relief like knives twisting in his heart.  The bastard grabbed her and steered her back toward the twins.  “No fucking way.  Those things are…”  He shuddered, obviously having had experience with them.  “He’d kill you, dear.”  To the slavers, he said, “We’ll take the twins.” 
 
    No!  Björn started thrashing against the table, straining against the chains that held him down.   
 
    “Which one of the twins?” one of the slavers said smugly. 
 
    “Both of the twins,” the lord said.  “You argue with me, you asshole, and I’ll take all three of them and the money back, for the trouble you’ve caused my friend, here.  I heard what she spent on that yatagarasu.  You’ve got another thing coming if you think that’s going to happen again.” 
 
    But Björn wasn’t listening.  The bolts securing the table to the floor started to jerk out of the concrete, and his antics had drawn the attention of everyone in the room. 
 
    One of the slavers laughed.  “Seems our little barghest has a hardon for the pretty queen.”   
 
    The queen, bless her, blinked at him and said, “He’s really strong.” 
 
    “Tell ya what,” one of the slavers said.  “Take all three.  Get him off our hands.  We’ll be killing him in a few days, anyway.” 
 
    “I wasn’t born yesterday,” the lord snapped.  “We’ll take the twins.  That’s it.” 
 
    Björn yanked the table the rest of the way out of the floor and used the leverage of his feet on the concrete to hurl himself and table towards the bars.  The closest table legs caught the floor and toppled, throwing him onto his side against the bars.  Still chained to the device, Björn smashed into the cagefront and bent it outward with his back, almost touching the vampire lord’s shins. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re getting out of here,” the lord said, taking a quick step backwards.  “Stardust, we’re going.  Now.” 
 
    “He’s asking me to take him,” the girl insisted, as the vampire steered her from the room.   
 
    “Yeah, about that,” the lord said, “that’s kind of like a rabid, starving two thousand pound tiger asking you to take him home.” 
 
    “I want him!” 
 
    Realizing that she was getting away for the second time, Björn let out a scream of rage and bit down on the metal hoop in his mouth, crushing it.  Spitting out blood and pieces of metal, he shouted, “Come back!  Please come back!” 
 
    “As if that wasn’t a perfect demonstration of why you don’t want him,” Björn heard the vampire lord say, as they disappeared up the hall.  “Someday, sweetie, you’ll figure things out, but until then, just take it from me.  Barghests are…” 
 
    And then she was gone again.  Wrested from him by a vampire lord.  First a yatagarasu, then a vampire lord.  Panting, spitting blood, Björn added them both to his list of people to kill, once he was free. 
 
    Getting away.  She’s getting away. 
 
    Screaming his rage, Björn threw all of his weight at the chains holding him to the metal table.  The table bowed inward, then the chains around his neck snapped.  Howling, now, Björn strained backwards, making the table creak in complaint.  More chains snapped against his spine.  In the hall, the slavers were yelling to go get the taser. 
 
    Björn thrashed himself free of the table, so enraged, now, that he was seeing nothing but a red haze.  He kicked the table into the wall, then, grunting, he started straining at his arms.  He felt the padlocks snap just below his armpits, first, then in succession, down his elbows to the ones at his wrists.  He pulled his arms around in front of him, then started ramming his silver-encased fists into the concrete floor, trying to get the fused metal balls off of his hands.  The silver hurt.  Like liquid fire, seeping into his skin, sizzling, burning.  He felt his fists and arms start to bleed inside the metal sleeves. 
 
    Getting away.  She was getting away again.  He wouldn’t survive watching her walk out again.  He had to catch her before she disappeared.  Björn got up and started slamming the metal cage into oblivion.  Just as he was mangling a hole big enough to step through, the silver bulb surrounding his fist got caught between two of the bars, and Björn had to pause to wrench himself free. 
 
    A moment later, one of the slavers came running down the hall, a gun in hand.  Björn bared his teeth and ripped out the last of the cage holding him in place, rushing the little asshole, expecting to take a bullet.  He could take a bullet, even if it was silver, if that meant he’d catch up with the little queen. 
 
    The gun fired, but it wasn’t a bullet.  Something hit him in the chest.  The jolt of electricity that followed made his legs go out from underneath him.  He grunted and went to his knees as the pulse went on and on, locking his muscles around him.  No! his mind screamed, as nothing would cooperate for him.  From up the tunnel, he heard a vehicle start, heard the screech of tires. 
 
    Then they shot him again.  A drug, this time. 
 
    No, Björn’s mind whimpered, as everything started to fade around him.  He felt himself slumping forward and struggled to stay on his hands and knees.  No, Odin please…  Don’t let this happen. 
 
    They shot him again.  Whether it was the drug or the taser, Björn wasn’t sure because he immediately slipped into the Void. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 22: The New Rules 
 
    Bonnie felt uncomfortable when a stiff-backed Masaaki interrupted her latest Chuck Norris binge with Angus in order to summon her to a ‘meeting’ in the dining area.  When she got there, it was him and the new vampire lord sitting at the dining room table, looking completely serious.  Frowning, she lowered her bowl of popcorn to the table and warily sat down across from them.  “What’s up?” 
 
    “Daimyō, thank you for joining us,” Masaaki said.  He had once again adopted the firm, take-no-shit hardass approach he used in his martial arts instruction, and he looked the same way he did when he was about to whack her for not keeping her knees bent far enough in a kata.  “We need to discuss your awakening with you.” 
 
    That again.  She resisted the urge to roll her eyes.  “Oh yeah?”  Bonnie grabbed another cheesy handful of popcorn and threw it in her mouth.  Crunching, she said around it, “What about it?” 
 
    Theo wordlessly took the bowl and slid it across the table, out of her reach.  Bonnie narrowed her eyes at him, but because he had become her main food source, she didn’t throat-punch him like he deserved. 
 
    “This is serious, daimyō,” Masaaki insisted.  “We don’t want you killing anyone when you lose your virginity.” 
 
    Bonnie stiffened all over.  “Guys, I’m getting really creeped out you wanna keep talking about that.” 
 
    “You keep avoiding us,” Theo said gently.  “And this isn’t something you can avoid, Bonnie.” 
 
    “Preeettty sure I can avoid sex,” Bonnie said. 
 
    “No,” Masaaki said, shaking his head, “You will not avoid this, daimyō.  This is your duty as a queen.  You have a consort, now.  You will submit to him, and he will help you learn to control yourself.” 
 
    Bonnie choked on her popcorn.  “Submit to him?  No, thank you.”  She looked Theo over.  He was cute enough—startlingly pale green eyes, nice jawline, big thuggish upper body, strapped thighs, playfully tousled brown hair—but the thought of getting him in bed with her had about the same appeal as molesting a horse. 
 
    “Would you rather kill a dozen people in a blood-lust?!” Masaaki demanded. 
 
    “Of course not!” Bonnie cried. 
 
    “Then let him teach you.”  It sounded like a plea.  “Please, wan-ko.” 
 
    Bonnie grimaced.  “Look.  I told you guys I wasn’t interested in sex.  You really don’t have to worry about that.  It’s vibrators and dildos and romance novels for me until I’m like eighty.  No sweat.  Sooo I’m just gonna go back to my movie now…”  She stood and reached for her popcorn bowl. 
 
    “I think what Masaaki is trying to say,” Theo said, putting his big hand firmly on the bowl, keeping it in place, “is that he’s scared shitless of you.” 
 
    Masaaki grunted. 
 
    “Oh come on,” Bonnie cried.  “You’re like five times stronger than me.  He should be afraid of you.” 
 
    “Theo has himself under control,” Masaaki said.  “You do not, wan-ko.” 
 
    “You mean you’re enthralled and you’re not thinking straight,” Bonnie retorted.  Ever since the two men done their little bonding ritual in the hotel room, Masaaki had barely been more than five steps away from the vampire, and it rankled how quickly he’d dropped her for Theo. 
 
    It’s just the Nightlander poison, she told herself, for the hundredth time.  He doesn’t like it any more than I do.  She’d seen the look on Masaaki’s face as they came out of the hotel room.  Like there was internal hemorrhaging, his face had been so red.   
 
    At least, however, he had been alive.  No longer pale, completely thriving.  Like he’d just run a mile, chugged down a veggie smoothie, and gulped a few dozen shots of caffeine.  His blood-web had flared ever since, so bright it was almost hard to look at.  It had startled her how lifeless he had been in comparison—and that she completely hadn’t noticed, because he was her only food source, and some stupid, desperate, lizard part of her wasn’t willing to think about him not being able to feed her. 
 
    Even then, Masaaki’s gold energy was laced with Theo’s silver—a darker, richer silver than Bonnie’s, laced with little streaks of purple here and there—reminding her of the sacrifice the samurai had made for her. 
 
    She knew she should be grateful, that Theo’s enthralling had kept her friend alive, but his interest in teaching her martial arts—or anything, for that matter—had become lackluster, at best, his eyes always wandering mid-lesson to make sure Theo was in the room with them. 
 
    “Listen,” Theo said gently, “if there was another way to do this, sweetie, believe me, I’d be the first to volunteer.”  He made a face.  “As it is, we need to do it soon, before something doesn’t trigger it spontaneously.” 
 
    “Like your horse-faced barista trying to kiss you,” Masaaki agreed. 
 
    “What’s this ‘it’ you guys keep talking about?” Bonnie asked, wary, now. 
 
    Theo hesitated.  “Let’s just say…a new queen can go a little nuts the first few times.  Best to let her wear herself out on someone who can take it.” 
 
    “Define ‘nuts’,” Bonnie said, her heart starting to pound, her face superheating at the way Masaaki was nodding emphatically. 
 
    “Like…”  Theo sucked in his breath and let it out through his teeth.  “Well, I’ll probably get stabbed a few hundred times and you’ll be too out of it to realize you’re hurting me.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t think I’m interested,” Bonnie said.  “Nooo problem.” 
 
    Masaaki made a frustrated sound and Theo groaned.  “Look,” the vampire lord said, carefully folding his hands in front of him.  Bonnie immediately took back her popcorn bowl, tugging it out of reach of his big arm.  If Theo noticed, his only response was a slight twitch of his eyes.  Like a bulldozer, he went on, “Sex produces energy.  You know how you need to use your fangs to eat or you’ll die?  Well, that’s not the only way you can get that energy.” 
 
    Totally not wanting to hear that, Bonnie grabbed her bowl, stood up, and said, “Yeah, that’s okay, I said I’m not gonna—” 
 
    “Sit down, daimyō!” Masaaki snapped.  “You need to hear this.” 
 
    Bonnie, having been trained to do whatever the hardass Japanese guy said, lest she get slapped with a stick, sat without thinking. 
 
    Calmly, Theo went on, “All right.  I won’t sugar-coat this.  A guy shoots a massive amount of energy into a girl when he ejaculates—any guy.  Makes what you draw out with your fangs seem like a drop in the bucket.  It’s gonna be enjoyable for you.  A lot more enjoyable for you than for me.” 
 
    “Sounds like a hard pass,” Bonnie said, remembering the last time she had completely checked out when she had gotten some of Theo’s venom. 
 
    “You don’t get to pass on this one,” Theo said, his eyes showing commiseration.  “The longer you go, the more that pressure builds, until one day, anything could trigger it.  Maybe you’re walking past some dude in a grocery store and he’d just jacked off in his truck and the energy hits you and boom, you start killing people in the middle of Fred Meyers.  That what you want?” 
 
    Bonnie grimaced. 
 
    “Look, I know how you feel,” Theo said.  “I really do.  Most queens in the Third Realm never learn to control themselves.  They don’t have to—there’s always fresh meat for them to feed off, once the last one is dead.  That’s why Masaaki wants me to train you.” 
 
    “Doubt it,” Bonnie thought, sick at the idea of having to train herself not to kill people with sex. 
 
    “Look.”  Theo leaned across the table to her.  “You’re a queen.  You can either awaken the hard way, or the easy way.  Hard way—Masaaki’s probably right, and one day some switch will just go off in your head and you’ll end up killing everyone in a thousand foot radius and we’ll have to pick up and move to a new country.” 
 
    Bonnie considered, plucking at the popcorn.  So far, everything they’d told her had been true, in vivid, gory detail, and that was not something she wanted on her record.  “And the easy way?” 
 
    “Let him teach you about sex,” Masaaki said firmly.  “Train your mind and body, like you train with me in class.” 
 
    “I really don’t like the idea of that,” Bonnie growled.  “I get creeped out by naked people, remember?” 
 
    “We can do it clothed,” Theo said.  “I’ll just use an old shirt.” 
 
    Bonnie narrowed her eyes at him at how casually he’d said that.  “Because you think I’m gonna stab you?” 
 
    Theo chuckled.  “Oh, I know so.” 
 
    There was absolutely no joking in his pale green eyes as he said it, either.  Fuck. 
 
    “Okay,” Bonnie said.  “But I—” 
 
    “Excellent!” Masaaki said, pounding his fist on the table.  “Then it is agreed!  He’ll start tonight.” 
 
    “No,” Bonnie snapped, “he won’t start tonight.  He’ll start whenever I’m ready.” 
 
    That made Masaaki go stiff.  “But you just said you won’t be ready.” 
 
    “Look, I’m thinking about it, okay?” Bonnie snapped.  “That’s the best you’re gonna get out of me right now.  Got it?”  She yanked her popcorn bowl back into her hands and stood again. 
 
    Theo glanced from Masaaki to her, then sighed and held up his hands.  “All right.  We’ll put it off a little bit.  Just let me know when you’re ready.  And…”  He grimaced.  “Keep the movies PG-13, and no porn.” 
 
    “I don’t watch porn.”  Just the thought of porn made her violently ill. 
 
    “Great.  And don’t interact with strangers, either.  You can still go to stores, but no in-depth conversations.  In and out, no chatting.  Just make it quick.  You’re not that close to the edge—you’re only nineteen—but best not to take a lot of chances.” 
 
    “And avoid Fred Meyer,” Masaaki agreed, nodding.  “Second Landers are known for being promiscuous and they hate Third Landers as a rule, so the door-elves will probably try to trigger you out of spite.” 
 
    Theo’s brow took on a tiny frown and glanced at Masaaki, but Bonnie was already agreeing.  “You got it,” she said.  “No strangers, no porn, no elves.  Let you know when I’m ready to bang.  Got it.  Going back to my movie now.” She was already turning to leave.  As long as Theo kept feeding her—and feeding from Theo was like jet fuel compared to Masaaki’s gasoline—she could avoid a few strangers in the name of World Peace. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23: The Samurai’s Dilemma 
 
    Masaaki watched Bonnie and Theo climb the stairs up the front porch, and immediately his gut twisted with shame at the depths of his relief upon seeing the vampire lord again.  Theo and Bonnie had wanted to go outside to discuss delivery arrangements for the fey, and Masaaki had forced himself not to follow the vampire lord around like a starving dog.  Yet, even knowing that it was the lord’s magic that spawned that unnatural desire to see the vampire lord, Masaaki’s heart still lurched with anxiety as the two vampires paused on the front porch to argue. 
 
    Maybe he’s not coming inside, Masaaki thought, watching the queen raise her arms and gesture in disgust.  He reached nervously for the door handle. 
 
    Immediately, Masaaki forced himself to pull his hand back from the latch.  Enthralled.  He was enthralled.  He felt another wash of humiliating despair, then took several big steps away from the door. 
 
    He could fight it.  He could just spend a couple weeks on his own, let the lord feed her for a while while he recovered. 
 
    But then the lord stepped through the door and Masaaki took three unconscious steps forward and met him as he entered.  He stopped himself just short of taking the man’s hand, but it was an overwhelming urge to feel the vampire’s skin against his own.  He bit down another sob of humiliation and looked away. 
 
    The lord met Masaaki’s eyes before Masaaki dropped them in shame and in the silence that followed, Theo cleared his throat.  “Hey, uh, Bonnie, we can argue about this later.  How about you go get the car and pick up some clothes for the fey?  Cotton or hemp.  Natural fibers, okay?  Oh, and some pretty stone bracelets and stuff.  They’ll like that.” 
 
    “What am I, the rich errand girl?” Bonnie snapped, oblivious to Masaaki’s inner anguish.  “Just go spend my money and bring you home something nice?” 
 
    “Make sure you buy some hot peppers,” Theo said, still watching Masaaki.  “They’ll like those.” 
 
    The vampire queen made a disgusted sound.  “Masaaki, let’s go,” Bonnie said. 
 
    Masaaki swallowed and shivered at the agonizing thought of leaving Theo behind. 
 
    “Masaaki and I need to chat about important stuff,” Theo said.  “Go do something else for a while.” 
 
    Bonnie’s mouth fell open in a slight gasp.  “You are both assholes,” she snapped, when Masaaki couldn’t bring himself to leave the lord’s presence, after being apart for over two hours.  Bonnie turned and stomped back down the steps, went to the car, and slammed the Mercedes door shut.  The engine rumbled to life and gravel flung out from under the tires, pattering up onto the porch as the car spun out of the driveway and roared off. 
 
    Theo tentatively pulled the door shut in the silence that followed.  For a long moment, neither of them said anything, though Masaaki could feel the vampire watching him.  “You feeling okay?” Theo asked. 
 
    Masaaki shook his head, awash in despair.  He wanted, more than anything, to step up and be close to the vampire.  Just to touch him would be enough. 
 
    Theo seemed to understand.  “Okay, pal.  How about a hug?”  When Masaaki didn’t move, but instead gripped the hilt of his sword with bone-white knuckles, the lord opened his arms in wary invitation. 
 
    At the gesture, Masaaki lost control.  Masaaki drooped with relief and, despite himself, stepped into the vampire’s embrace.  Against the bigger man’s bicep, Masaaki said, “When I am free of this, I’m going to draw steel needles through your nuts and hang you by your thumbs.” 
 
    The vampire chuckled above him.  “Feeling better?” 
 
    “Fantastic,” Masaaki growled against his arm.  “Aside from the fact I’m hugging a vampire.” 
 
    “You’ll get used to it.” 
 
    Masaaki stiffened.  “I won’t.”  Never.  He’d rather die. 
 
    Theo laughed and thumped him on the back, then lowered his arms, releasing him.  Masaaki, shamefully, stayed several seconds longer than necessary, soaking in the relief, before regaining control of himself pulling back again.   
 
    Cocking his head at Masaaki, the vampire said, “You’ll get used to it.  I’ve made you my pet project, crow.  Seems you’ve decided to surround yourself with vampires.  Last thing you should have to do is live in fear the rest of your life.  I’m gonna fix that.” 
 
    Masaaki’s eyes widened.  “That was not the agreement.” 
 
    Theo grinned at him.  “No, but I’m the vampire and you’re the thrall, and I’ve got a soft spot for former slaves.  How about another hug?” 
 
    Masaaki ground his teeth and kept his feet rooted in place.  “Fuck you.” 
 
    The vampire laughed.  “You sure?” 
 
    Masaaki gasped, shame and horror and humiliation wracking his being, but he could not make himself step away from the vampire’s presence.  What was worse, his heart began to pound with anticipation at prolonged contact with the lord’s glassy-smooth skin.  He shuddered and closed his eyes.  Jūmonji giri.  The cross-shaped cut. 
 
    Theo gave him a long, considering look.  “I know what you’re thinking.  You’re thinking that the moment you find yourself alone again, you’re going to ram one of those swords through your gut and cut yourself open.  Probably as painfully as possible.” 
 
    Masaaki shuddered under the urge to do just that…and the disgrace of wanting to move back into the vampire’s arms anyway. 
 
    “So tell me,” Theo said.  “Wouldn’t it be better to learn to trust me as a friend and let me help you overcome everything those bastards did to you?  Make you that warrior again?  Give you back what they took from you?” 
 
    Masaaki felt himself shaking.  Shaking with the nauseating fear of the vampire in front of him.  Shaking with his disgust at himself.  Shaking with the need to step closer.  He just shook his head, unable to respond. 
 
    “I can help you,” Theo said.  “A thousand times more than that naïve little queen who can’t control herself.  She was probably doing more trauma than anything else.  I have control of myself.  You saw that, in the hotel room.  I saw you recognize it.  I know you know I can help.” 
 
    Masaaki sucked in a wretched breath and let it out in a low, desperate sob.  More than anything, he wanted the vampire’s help.  He wanted to be whole again more than life itself.  Yet the creature terrified him.  What he’d done to him terrified him.  His mind was warring with his instincts.  He was a twisting ball of terror inside, feeling trapped and hopeless.  Yet, even humiliated at being helpless, ashamed at the instinct to surrender to the vampire’s desires, Masaaki felt that tiny tingle of hope… 
 
    “You just have to do one thing for me, to make it work,” Theo said.  “One thing, and we’ll get you back on your feet again, where a vampire can sink his teeth into you and you can still keep your head long enough to blast the fucker into the next millennium.” 
 
    Masaaki blinked back tears and looked up at the lord.  For a long time, he simply scanned the vampire’s pale green eyes.  “What thing?” he finally whispered. 
 
    The vampire lifted his arms again in invitation.  “Trust me, Masaaki.”   
 
    Masaaki eyed his arms, swallowing down his fear.  “Trust you?” 
 
    “Trust me not to hurt you when I touch you.”   
 
    Masaaki felt bile rise in his throat and he looked away. 
 
    But the vampire lord went on, “Trust me not to take advantage of your feelings for me.  Trust me to have the control to stop if you ask me.  Trust me to never take what is not freely given.  Trust me not to use my strength against you.  Trust me.  I’ll take care of the rest.” 
 
    Masaaki swallowed and stared down at the floor for long minutes.  “You’ve done this before, haven’t you?” 
 
    The vampire grinned.  “Well, never with a guy, ‘specially not one who can gut me alive.  But yeah.  I have.”  He continued to hold his arms open, waiting. 
 
    Masaaki considered the vampire’s bigger, stronger body, then his own hands, fisted on his swords.  Very slowly, he unlocked his fingers and pulled them away from his blades.  Stiffly, he allowed himself to give in to the impulse to step forward.  He tensed as the vampire wrapped his arms around him again. 
 
    “Okay, just relax.”  The vampire continued to hold him.  “I’m here, man.  It’s gonna get better, okay?” 
 
    Something within Masaaki shattered, then, and he lost control again.  Once more, he was grateful that the queen was not there to see him completely break down in the vampire lord’s arms.  He felt his tears pour forth on a humiliating wave of gratitude.  Once he finished bawling, covering the vampire’s shirt with his tears, he tried to wrench away to go hide his humiliation.  He might as well have tried to wrench away from the grip of a granite statue. 
 
    “No shame, bud.”  The vampire continued to hold him.   
 
    “Steel needles,” Masaaki growled.  “Through your nuts.”  But when the vampire just chuckled, he eventually relaxed and just spent several minutes listening to him breathe.  Eventually, he tried again to pull away, and this time the vampire let him. 
 
    “Do that any time you need,” Theo said.  Then the vampire lord flinched.  “Well, as long as it’s not in the middle of Wal-Mart or something.” 
 
    Masaaki grunted, fighting a clashing inner turmoil of gratitude and shame.  Clearing his throat, he decided to change the subject.  “You must teach Bonnie about sex.” 
 
    Theo groaned.  “Do we have to go back to that, again?  She’s totally not interested.” 
 
    “You said if I stayed behind today, you would talk to her about it,” Masaaki growled.  “What did she say?” 
 
    Theo winced.  “Something like, ‘In your sad and pathetic dreams, dude.’” 
 
    That did sound like something his daimyō would say.  The stubborn fool!  “I will talk to her when she gets back,” Masaaki muttered.  “She will agree.” 
 
    Theo rolled his eyes.  “You can’t tell her to have sex with me, Masaaki.” 
 
    “I can.  And I will.”  If he was going to swallow his pride and hug a vampire, his daimyō could certainly accept this lord as her mate.  After all, it seemed a perfectly decent match to Masaaki.  Theodore’s age and experience, Bonnie’s money and naiveté.  It would allow her to relinquish the position of daimyō to Theo, a man who already knew how to wield that power, and start managing the womanly arts of money and entertainment.  Masaaki would see that she was enrolled in music and home-making classes.  Her cleaning and decorating skills, as far as Masaaki had seen, had been lacking. 
 
    But Theo was giving him a skeptical look.  “Why am I getting the idea you’ve got a lot to learn about women?” 
 
    Masaaki snorted.  “She will do as she’s told.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Theo laughed.  “You’ve got a lot to learn about women.”  He looked like he was going to say more, but his ‘phone’ started making a horrible cacophony in his shirt pocket and he yanked it out.  “Hold that thought.”  He put his ear to the phone.  “Yeah?” 
 
    Masaaki waited and watched as the vampire suddenly went pale.  “Mandi?” Theo asked.  “Where are you?”  The vampire’s hand, Masaaki noticed, started shaking.  Then, much too soon, Theo was lowering the phone.  “Oh shit.  Oh shit oh shit.”  He licked his lips, looked at Masaaki, then at the front door.  “Um.”  Masaaki watched Theo swallow.  “Uh.  I’ve gotta go.  Like right now.” 
 
    Masaaki felt a stab of panic that the vampire was about to leave again.  “Where?”  He hated the way it sounded nervous, close to begging. 
 
    “Uh.  Fuck.  Kenai.  Look, man, I’m really sorry.  I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “How far is Kenai?” Masaaki managed. 
 
    “Uh…like four hours away.” 
 
    Masaaki felt his heart lurch.  Four hours?  “You can’t,” he blurted, before he could stop himself. 
 
    Theo glanced at the door, then at Masaaki again.  “Uh.  Okay.  Look, I gotta go rip off a few heads.  You can tag along, if you want, but I have to go.  Now.  They gave her four hours to live.  I might not make it in time.” 
 
    Masaaki frowned.  “That sounds like a trap.” 
 
    Theo laughed.  “Yeah, well, I’ve had worse.  You coming?  I’m outta here.  Find me a piece of paper to leave a note.  Fast.” 
 
    Caught between the inconvenience of leaving his daimyō alone for a day, and the unspeakable horror of going without Theo’s presence for eight hours, at minimum, Masaaki went to find a piece of paper… 
 
      
 
    Check out Book 2, The Barghest, on Amazon!  Also, if you like the world, you’ll definitely want to look at the other books in the same universe, my Guardians of the First Realm series, Alaskan Fire and Alaskan Fury.  Be sure to keep scrolling for a sneak peek of Book 2 and sign up for my mailing list for more content, including beta-reader opportunities! 
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   Sneak Peek of Book 2: 
 
    Chapter 1:  Bringing Home the Barghest 
 
    Bonnie sat outside the Fred Meyer store, glaring at the grill of the SUV in front of her for a good half an hour, fuming.  The sun was going to come up in a little over an hour, and they’d left her there.  Again.  They’d just teamed up on her and told her to deal with it, so the barghest dude was gonna die, so what?  The jerks! 
 
    Masaaki and Theo had been like two annoying peas in a pod ever since Theo had fed Masaaki his venom.  Masaaki had even been egging her on to give up her virginity.  To a vampire.  Who was like, ancient.  At least like thirty.  How freakin’ disgusting was that? 
 
    What was worse, she’d just become their sugar mama.  ‘Go buy this, Bonnie.  Go buy that, Bonnie.  You got that twelve million ready, Bonnie?  Maybe you need to make another visit to the bank, Bonnie…’ 
 
    Well, she was sick of it.  It was her money, not theirs, and she didn’t give a damn about two little fey pricks.  That barghest had been begging her to take him.  And they’d twice now forced her to leave him behind.  Well, fuck them.  She wasn’t waiting for the next stupid clandestine meet-up to tell them to screw off.  She didn’t need their permission.  It was her money.  She yanked out her cell phone and went to the GPS app. 
 
    Just like geocaching, Bonnie thought, searching through the history.  She found the one she was looking for and twisted the key in the ignition.  An orange dot showed up at the back end of Eagle River Road, where she had subtly marked it the last time she’d been waiting in the van for Theo. 
 
    She put the car in reverse, backed out of the parking-spot, and headed off toward Eagle River Road.  She still had a duffel bag in the trunk of the car from the last time they’d made her load up on cash, and though she hadn’t counted it, after the irritating skinny dude with the black leather gloves and really big gold watch had offered them the barghest for free, she figured they would take whatever she had and be happy for it. 
 
    Bonnie took Eagle River Road until she passed an unnamed side-road veering off to the left, which she took—gotta love that little red line on Route Tracker.  The gravel against the tires sounded the same as she remembered from being stuck in the back of the van.  She followed the gravel road a ways, then turned and followed her handy little line down an even sorrier-looking, grassy driveway plastered with No Trespassing signs that pulled to the left, starting up the base of the mountain.  Bonnie took it, gunning the Mercedes up the steep drive, following that little orange dot.   
 
    The house at the top of the hill was an unimposing ranch-style building with a single-car attached garage.  Bonnie saw the creeps’ ghetto-van parked out front, so she pulled up, put the car into park, and switched it off.  She took a deep breath and got out.  Then, popping the trunk, she grabbed the duffel, slapped the trunk closed, and went to the front door.  She rang the bell for several minutes before she saw movement behind the glass. 
 
    The guy with the black gloves and the gold watch answered, peering past her at the driveway before settling his gaze on her face. 
 
    “Welcome to the twenty-first century,” Bonnie said, dropping the money at his feet.  “I want the barghest.” 
 
    The man continued to hold her stare before his brown eyes suspiciously flickered to the duffel.  “What’s that?” 
 
    “Money,” Bonnie said.  “Open up the garage.  I’m taking him home with me.” 
 
    The gloved man’s blue eyes were cold.  “How did you find us?  You put a tracer on us?” 
 
    “I own a cell phone,” Bonnie said.  “GPS app.  Reaaallly handy when you’re making shady deals with people who don’t want to hand out their phone number.” 
 
    The gloved man made a face.  “The barghest is unavailable.  We’ve already begun draining him.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Bonnie asked. 
 
    “Bleeding him,” the man said.  “We’re going to try to recoup some of our losses with his lifeblood.” 
 
    Bonnie narrowed her eyes again.  “If you ever want me, my lord, or my fiancé to come back, you will get me that barghest.  Alive.  Now.  Or I swear, this is the last sack of money you’ll ever see from any of us.” 
 
    The man with the gloves gave Bonnie a long look.  “Your lord and your fiancé don’t even know you’re here, do they?” 
 
    Bonnie suddenly found herself wondering how much a slaver could get for a vampire queen, then saw the consideration in the man’s face and realized that he was wondering it, too. 
 
    You just left your bodyguard at home and went to hunt down slavers, Bonnie thought, in horror.  Yeah, she really needed to work on that whole Thinking Things Through thing that Masaaki and her kendo teacher had both been trying to drum into her. 
 
    But then she watched the slaver work the numbers in his head, and he shrugged.  “I’ll go get the process stopped.  Go back to your car and wait there.  We’ll bring him out to you.”  He ducked to pick up the sack of money, then disappeared back inside the house, shutting the heavy wooden door in her face. 
 
    Apparently, Bonnie was worth more to them long-term as a rich brat than she was short-term as a slave.  Bonnie let out the breath she’d been holding, then walked back to the car on trembling legs, muttering, “Stupid, stupid…” under her breath.  Who the hell did she think she was?  James Bond?  She was a white-belt, she cried when she broke a nail, and she’d left her own personal Chuck Norris at home.  When she made it back to the Mercedes, her knees were trembling, and it was all she could do not to jump back into the car and peel out of the driveway before they could shoot her with a tranquilizer dart and cart her into their little hall of horrors. 
 
    Then, when the garage door opened and they dragged out the barghest sprawled on a beat-up metal dolly, his big arms bound in those big silver sheaths, ending in huge metal bowling-balls around his fists, Bonnie felt her heart start to pound.  Seeing the ivory markings over his body, with no cage between her and his skin, she once again felt that weird instinct to bolt, and actually had to grind her boots into the ground to keep from running. 
 
    The slaver with the black gloves and gold watch chuckled.  “These things eat vampires, ya know.” 
 
    “I was told,” Bonnie gulped.   
 
    The slaver shrugged.  “Just sayin.” 
 
    “Why’s he look dead?” Bonnie managed, as they started awkwardly maneuvering the huge tattooed man off the dolly. 
 
    “He’s fine,” the gloved man said.  “We’d only barely started the drain.  He’s just drugged outta his brute mind, is all.” 
 
    “Won’t last long, though,” another of the creeps insisted, as they levered the barghest’s limp head in past her driver’s seat, into the back of the Mercedes.  “They’ve got a really high metabolism.  You’ve got like forty-five minutes before he starts to wake up, tops.  Get yourself some really heavy-duty chain.  The big shit.  Wrap him up good and padlock the shit outta it.  Might stop him.”  He actually sounded a bit guilty.  Like he knew Bonnie was about to die horribly. 
 
    “Uh, I’m starting to think maybe I should come back for him,” Bonnie began, thinking of the interior of her Mercedes. 
 
    “Already paid for him, sweetcheeks,” the gloved man said, as they all strained to lift the barghest from the dolly.  “He’s your problem, now.  Plan on feeding him about fifty to a hundred pounds of meat a day, to keep his weight up.  You could cut it back to twenty or thirty, but he’d start to lose definition.” 
 
    A hundred pounds of meat a day?  Why, that was the size of a small human, Captain.  “Uh,” Bonnie said, as it took all five of the big men to heave the barghest into the back of her car, making the suspension creak.  “How much does he weigh?” 
 
    “You want my guess, probably around seven hundred.” 
 
    No wonder her Mercedes was squatting.  “Uh, okay,” Bonnie said.  For his part, the barghest lay where he’d fallen, sprawled over the back seat, head down in the footspace, big arms sheathed behind his back, padlocked together in eight different places.   
 
    The gloved man handed her a fistful of keys.  “To the padlocks, though you might as well flush ‘em down the toilet.  You ain’t never gonna use ‘em.”  He paused and gave the sleeping barghest a long look.  “You want my opinion?” 
 
    Bonnie didn’t really want the opinion of a guy who gave off the slimy-dirt feel of a used car salesman, but she nodded. 
 
    “You’re a queen, right?” the man said.  Then, before Bonnie could deny it, he said, “Thrall him.  Make him your pet fuckbuddy.  He’d like that.  Seems to have the hots for you.  Just don’t let him shoot his load in the wrong hole.  The two of you could probably breed, barghest blood in the vamps and all.” 
 
    Yeah, Bonnie really could’ve done without that imagery.  She fisted her hand around the padlock key and swallowed.  “O-kay, thank you very much, I’ll take it from here.”  With effort, she shoved the barghest’s huge bare feet deeper into the car, then shoved her seat back on him and locked it into place, somewhat comforted by the way it seemed to squish his huge body in place, then felt stupid, remembering what he had done to the table and the front of his cage.  One twitch and he was probably going to send the seat—along with the side of her Mercedes—flying off into traffic. 
 
    Forty-five minutes.  She had to hurry. 
 
    “Oh, and missy?”  The man with the black leather gloves leaned over her door, his dark eyes fixing on her. 
 
    Bonnie hesitated, realizing the other four men were all standing around, much too close for comfort.  She swallowed, her mind frantically starting to sift through the self-defense moves that Masaaki—and her nine other martial arts teachers—had drummed into her.  “Yeah?” she asked, trying not to let her voice waver. 
 
    “You tell anyone where we are, we won’t bother adding you to our stock.  We’ll just kill you.  Slowly.”  His brown eyes were dark above his cruel smile.  “Have some fun while we’re doing it, too.” 
 
    Bonnie felt her stomach twist, but she kept her head up, looking the man straight in his dirty brown eyes.  “Nice doing business with you.”  Bonnie then curtly yanked the door from the gloved man’s hands—making him grunt in surprise—and ducked into her seat.  She calmly pulled the door shut behind her, nonchalantly stuck the key in the ignition, and unhurriedly started the engine.  Putting it into reverse, she backed up, did a lazy three-point turn in the cramped driveway, then headed back down the gravel path back to the road at a sedate pace. 
 
    Halfway down the gravel road, about a mile from the house, Bonnie drew the car into park and sat there, hyperventilating. 
 
    “Oh God,” she managed, gasping for air.  She had just stared down human slavers in their own driveway.  “Oh god, oh god.”  And for what?  She peered over her shoulder at the huge naked dude sprawled over her back seat.  She hated naked dudes.  And this one had ripped apart steel bars.  What the hell had she been thinking? 
 
    Swallowing hard, Bonnie reached over, took one of Masaaki’s many karate manuals from the floorboards of the front seat, opened it, then draped it over the barghest’s crotch.  Then she turned back to face the road ahead of them, trying to get her breathing under control.  This was so not good.  Theo and Masaaki were going to flip.  Totally flip.  She was dead.  It was that simple.  She was just dead.  Death by Masaaki.  She could almost feel the sword taking off her head.  She wondered which one he’d use.  He kept complaining that he didn’t want to sully his katana on an imbecile.  Maybe he’d saw it off with the stubby little tantō, instead. 
 
    Behind her, Bonnie heard a sound from the backseat and she froze.  A groan.  Bonnie glanced in the rear-view, saw the man’s silver-sheathed arms start slapping against the backseat as he struggled to right himself.  Approximately forty-three minutes early. 
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